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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation explores the contemporary U.S. women's land movement, known 
also as the lesbian land movement, and most recently, the landdyke movement. Data for the 
study is provided by a set of qualitative interviews with 32 movement participants. Of special 
interest are the politics of the movement and the set of practices participants utilize to 
embody their politics. The format of the dissertation is four articles for submission to peer-
reviewed journals, and introductory and concluding chapters. 
The first chapter introduces the three chapters that follow, and situates the landdyke 
movement sociologically and historically. The chapter compares the contemporary landdyke 
movement with a peculiar 19th century separatist women's community, the Sanctificationists. 
The second chapter is an ethnography of the movement, and utilizes the concept of 
ecological niches as its analytical framework to argue that the movement provides niches for 
lesbians that are unavailable to them elsewhere. The third chapter examines the strategies 
participants utilize to embody movement politics, using the metaphor of tools. This chapter 
contends that members of the movement literally embody movement strategies. The fourth 
chapter analyzes the early origins of the lesbian land movement and the processes by which 
participants, ideas, and practices flow into and out of the movement. Using images of 
fluidity, especially confluence, this chapter describes how the movement both benefits and 
faces challenges due to confluence, and how its practitioners manage confluence. The fifth 
chapter is a general conclusion for the dissertation. It draws the four articles embedded in the 
dissertation together, and proposes some of the contributions of the study and its limitations. 
Using these limitations, suggestions are made for future research. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
FROM SANCTIFIED SISTERS TO LANDDYKE COMMUNITIES: 
GENERAL INTRODUCTION1 
An article to be submitted in modified form to a sociological journal. 
by Sine Anahita 
Abstract 
This article analyzes the first autonomous intentional women's community in the U.S. 
that was founded in the late 19th century explicitly to empower women. Known as the 
Sanctificationists, the community was linked to both the feminist and communal movements 
of its day. Connections are made between the late 19th century Sanctificationists and the late 
20th century landdyke movement. Social movement perspectives are utilized to examine both 
movements, and to situate each historically and in sociological literature. 
Introduction 
What possible connections exist between a small group of Christian, middle-class, 
heterosexual, married white women in the 1890s and hundreds of Neo-Pagan, anti-
monogamous, radical lesbian separatist feminists in the 1970s? How could the Sanctified 
Sisters of Belton, Texas, be linked in any way to activists in the contemporary landdyke 
movement spread across the U.S.? This general introduction to the dissertation seeks to 
answer these and other provocative questions about separatist women and rural landscapes. 
1 Thanks to Jill Bystydzienski, Betty Dobratz, BeJae Fleming, Clare Hinrichs, Penny Rice, David 
Schweingruber, Kayt Sunwood, and the participants in a Women's History Month colloquium for their helpful 
comments as this article was being developed. 
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After introducing and describing what is meant by the term, "landdyke movement," I 
develop an historical analysis that seeks to connect this movement with a peculiar 19th 
century women's community—the Woman's Commonwealth, a.k.a. the Sanctificationists. I 
then discuss the development of the landdyke movement in the 1970s through the 2000s, 
detailing some of the turns that the movement has taken during these decades, using social 
movement perspectives to explain the shifts. This is followed by a discussion of the 
methodology utilized for the study. Finally, I offer a map to the dissertation, charting the 
landscapes to be traversed, by providing brief summaries of each of the chapters that follow. 
The Contemporary Landdyke Movement 
The landdyke movement is a loosely-organized network of lesbian land-based 
communities. Participants in the movement espouse beliefs in radical lesbian feminism and 
visualize establishing lesbian communities in rural areas as a strategy to realize their ideals. 
The settlements tend to be collectivist in orientation, although the degree of communalism 
varies among the various women's land-based communities, and also varies historically. 
Participants believe strongly in ecological sustainability and rural self-sufficiency. Their 
beliefs manifest in such practices as gardening organically, planting only heirloom and non-
genetically modified seeds, cutting and hauling their own firewood for heat, and raising 
ecologically friendly livestock, e.g. eschewing the raising of cattle or other livestock that 
quickly degrade or pollute land. Many community members seek to live "off conventional 
utility grids by developing on-site solar power systems, rainwater collection systems, 
composting toilets, and other alternative methods of managing energy and waste. 
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Members of the landdyke movement seek to create strong, vibrant rural lesbian 
communities where their values of ecological sustainability, rural self-sufficiency, 
communalism, and radical feminism shape the landscapes and mold the organic core of their 
daily lives. Such an approach to social movement activism, developed in Chapter Three as 
"embodied strategies," is common in social movement communities (Staggenborg 1998). 
Some of the lands house only one or two women, but many are home to up to fifteen or even 
twenty women. Hundreds of landdyke communities have been established since the origin of 
the movement in the early 1970s, although most of the original communities folded. Today, 
200-220 movement communities (Bourdeaux 2002) are scattered across the rural U.S. 
landscape, with additional communities in Western Europe, Australia, Canada, and New 
Zealand. As will be demonstrated, these women's land-based communities are not without 
historical precedent. 
Historical Perspectives: 
Feminism, Social Anxieties, and Communalism 
Two periods of time in U.S. history, the 1880s-1890s and the 1970s-1980s, stand out 
as distinctive epochs when women created feminist, intentional, land-based communities 
with the explicit intention of empowering themselves. These two periods in U.S. history 
share a number of similar characteristics, including a set of interrelated social movements: 
feminism and communalism. These social movements both contribute to and are reactions to 
a generalized sense of social anxiety, even upheaval. Because both periods of time share 
these peculiar characteristics, and because both of the sets of women's communities under 
consideration embody ideas and practices derived from the social movements prevalent 
during their day, I conjecture that the development of empowered, autonomous, women's 
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land-based communities occur at particular historical moments. In other words, they do not 
just spontaneously arise, but are instead historically situated (Buechler 2002). 
Feminism 
By the 1880s-1890s, feminism had become an important social movement. Earlier 
abolitionist activism had radicalized many women (and men), raising consciousness among 
activists about the link between women's oppression and the oppression of the multitudes of 
enslaved Africans. However, conflict among abolitionist activists about movement priorities 
resulted in a monumental split, and the faction led by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton shifted its primary focus to women's rights (Donovan 1985: 20-21). The push for 
suffrage as a strategy to demand public power for women (DuBois 1975) was in full swing 
during the 1880s-1890s. The various state laws prohibiting married women from owning and 
controlling their property and earnings were beginning to be successfully challenged in 
courts and state legislatures, and the laws that relegated women to the status of chattel were 
being challenged as well. A feminist-oriented temperance movement was also burgeoning 
(Bordin [1981] 1989), and organizations advocating temperance, in which women played key 
roles, sprang up in small towns all over the U.S. In short, women in the 1880s-1890s had 
plenty of opportunities for public activism in feminist organizations, and in organizations 
whose mission was otherwise related to feminist goals and values. 
The 1970s and 1980s were witness to the second surge of feminism in the 20th 
century. After feminists survived fifty years in "the doldrums" (Rupp and Taylor 1987), 
feminism was reborn in the late 1960s, and became one of the most powerful and far-
reaching social movements of the century. Like the surge of feminism in the late 19th and 
5 
early 20th centuries, much feminist activism in the 1970s-1980s centered on issues of 
domestic violence, economic and legal equity, and establishing women's access to a whole 
host of social institutions from which they had historically been denied entrance including 
religious authority, many professions and occupations, and politics. 
Both periods of feminist activism shared some key goals: women's empowerment, 
economic, political, and legal equity, freedom from male violence, re-negotiation of the 
terms of spiritual authority, and fundamental changes in marriage and family law. In 
addition, feminist organizations and individual activists in both periods shared relationships 
with co-occurring social movements, including rights movements based on race/ethnicity and 
peace movements. Although the first surge of feminism achieved some resounding successes, 
most notably the vote, enough remained unaccomplished at the end of that first wave of 
feminism to loose another surge, the 1960s feminist movement, fifty years later. 
Social anxiety and upheaval 
Not surprisingly, the stunning successes of the first and second waves of feminism, as 
well as other factors, contributed to the sense of generalized social anxiety in both the 1880s-
1890s and the 1970s-1980s. In the first period, the civil war and the ending of slavery as an 
institution caused economic disruption and massive dislocation, not just in the southern 
states, but nationwide (Healey 1998). The evils of industrialization were becoming ever more 
clear, as class stratification became ever more pronounced, poverty intensified in urban areas, 
pollution saturated the air, and masses of African Americans, single rural women, and 
immigrants crowded factories and city housing. Rural-to-urban migration, feminism, 
industrialization, and other factors forced changes in families and the shapes family life took, 
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and white middle class women's fertility rates plummeted (D'Emilio and Freedman 1988: 
173-201), which caused great social anxiety. Crises in religious institutions and in spiritual 
belief, a common characteristic of the fin de siècle, pressured religious authorities on many 
issues, including women's rights and representation. Society's norms and values were being 
confronted on all sides, and much, perhaps most, of the country experienced anxiety, even 
upheaval. 
The period of the 1970s-1980s beheld quite similar levels of social anxiety. The 
country was still reeling from the unprecedented levels of student activism, agitation against 
the war in Vietnam, the murders of activist leaders, the last gasps of the Cold War, spiraling 
energy costs, and the impeachment of its president. Social movements seemed to be 
everywhere—feminism, gay liberation, Red Power, Black Power, drug liberalization, welfare 
rights, environmentalism, anti-nuclear activism, international national liberation 
movements—all of which challenged traditional authority and conventional ways. Shifting 
notions of gender and sexuality shocked and concerned many as the so-called Sexual 
Revolution promoted new values and new forms of interpersonal relationships (D'Emilio and 
Freedman 1988). For many Americans, conventional religious institutions lost their power to 
assuage, and fundamentalism, neo-paganism, and other alternative religions experienced 
tremendous growth. The social ferment of the 1970s was followed by the heavy-handed 
oppressive policies of the Reagan-Bush years, a series of economic depressions, and social 
movement retrenchment. 
The generalized anxiety of the 1880s-1890s and 1970s-1980s were reactions to the 
convulsive social changes wrought throughout these years. Social movements, government 
policies, the waging of wars and the ends of wars, recession, and, in the 1980s especially, 
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nuclear anxieties, all contributed to a broad sense of social unease. Many of the social 
institutions people used to be able to count on—family life, religious institutions, 
government, the law—seemed to be useless in explaining and managing the massive social 
changes occurring during both periods. 
Communalism 
The social upheavals of the 1880s-1890s drove a heightened interest in 
communalism. Communal experiments were launched to address the profound sense of 
anxiety people were experiencing not only about the war and its aftermath, but also the 
massive demographic dislocations (Kanter 1972), industrialization, economic depression, the 
processes of urbanization, religious dissent (Fogarty 1975; Hicks 2001), and the erosion of 
family structure and community life (Hicks 2001). During the period of 1840-1890, hundreds 
of communal experiments were spawned in the U.S., more in those fifty years than in all of 
America's previous years in total (Kanter 1972). In the post-civil war era, 1861-1919, there 
were more communes established than during the entire period of 1778-1860 (Fogarty 1975; 
Hicks 2001). These communal experiments varied widely. Most communes were established 
to return a sense of family and close community (Hicks 2001). Many experimented with 
sexuality, including both celibacy and free love (Foster 1997; Kanter 1972). Communal 
experiments with economy and the creation of new relationships to authority, both secular 
and non-secular, thrived. Most of the communes during the period were headed by 
charismatic leaders, people whom their followers believed were especially enlightened and 
able to lead their flock to a stable life amid the social tumult of the times (Kanter 1972). 
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This intense 1840-1890 period of commune creation was historically unmatched. 
Unmatched, that is, until the period of the late 1960s to 1980s, when communalism again 
thrived. Research by Kanter (1972) documents that the 1960s-1970 birthed more communes 
than even the formerly unprecedented communalism period of the 19th century. The 
communal urges continued throughout the 1970s and through much of the 1980s, making this 
period particularly rich in communal experiments. Again, family life and community life 
were thought to be fading, and for many, communes seemed to be the answer to the needs 
left unfilled by the decline of social institutions. Like their historical forebears, late 20th 
century communes experimented with sexuality (D'Emilio and Freedman 1988), 
relationships to authority, new and old religions, and economy. 
Thus it was similar needs in both periods that sought solutions in similar ways. 
Communes during both the 1880s-1890s and the 1970s-1980s were thought to address many 
of the needs wrought by great social changes, including significant changes in social 
institutions that undergird society. It should not be surprising, therefore, that the communes 
of the 19th century and the communes of the 20th century should have connections with each 
other, in spite of the fact that they were separated by nearly a century. What may be 
surprising, however, is the manifestation in the late 19th century of a commune whose 
peculiarity set it apart from all other communes of the period, and whose characteristics were 
unparalleled until nearly a hundred years later. 
The Sanctificationists 
In the 1870s and 1880s, a Utopian, intentional community was established that shared 
the traditions of other 19th century communes. It had a charismatic leader. The leader, and 
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followers, shared a set of spiritual convictions that led them to separate from mainstream 
society. The community criticized established social norms, including conventional spiritual 
authority, gender hierarchy, heterosexual sexuality, and patriarchal social relations. The 
community's participants visualized communal life as an economic solution to the problems 
that plagued them. It saw itself as providing a solution to the generalized social anxieties of 
the day. But the difference between this commune and all of the others that had preceded it is 
profound because it was founded by women, operated by women, controlled by women, 
established to empower women, and for nearly all of its existence was comprised solely of 
women and their dependent children. 
History of the Sanctificationists 
Known originally as the Sanctificationists, and later as the Woman's Commonwealth, 
the community was first established in rural Texas in the late 1860s-1870s. Local townsfolk 
derisively referred to the community as the Sanctified Sisters, although, as will be 
demonstrated, their derision later turned to admiration for and pride about the Sisters. The 
community moved to urban Washington, D.C. in 1898-1899, and then back to the rural 
countryside in Maryland in 1917 (Kitch 1994; Kitch 1989; Lufburrow 2001; Sokolow and 
Lamanna 1984). Like the 20th century lesbian communes that were to follow a century later, 
the Sanctificationists' community was born during a time of convergence of multiple social 
factors: feminist activism, a multitude of social anxieties, and a highly visible communal 
movement. 
Recollections of the formation of the Sanctificationists mythologize the community's 
founding: Martha McWhirter, a married, white, middle-aged, Texas farm woman is said to 
have been kneading the biscuit dough for breakfast in 1867 when she had a revelation about 
God, sexuality, women's rights, and community (Kitch 1994). McWhirter's community 
began in an innocuous enough fashion. Led by McWhirter, other women members of her 
Methodist church began meeting in the local church for Bible study and discussion of 
spiritual matters. It was not too long, however, before church elders felt threatened by the 
women's discussions and prohibited them from meeting in the church. This event led to the 
women rotating their meetings among each other's homes. One biographer describes how 
their meetings in homes were a striking precursor to 1970s consciousness-raising groups as 
the groups of women discussed their political powerlessness, their victimization at the hands 
of their husbands and sons (Kitch 1994), their husbands' involvement with alcohol, and 
domestic abuse (Sokolow and Lamanna 1984). Early on, celibacy emerged as a political and 
spiritual solution to what the women originally perceived to be their private troubles, and 
soon became a critical ideal for the women as their community took shape (Kitch 1994; 
Kitch 1989; Lufburrow 2001). By the 1870s, group members were eschewing heterosexual 
intercourse, and then marriage itself, as routes to female empowerment and resistance to the 
ills of patriarchy (Kitch 1989). 
What began as a rural safe house for group members who escaped violently abusive 
husbands climaxed with group members pooling their resources to build several communal 
homes on the McWhirter farm property (Kitch 1994). By 1883 the group controlled the entire 
McWhirter property, as Martha's husband had quit the home. Recognizing the need for 
economic self-determination as a route to liberation, group members formed multiple small 
businesses, capitalizing on their strengths in domestic work and their pastoral traditions. A 
thriving laundry business was established, and the group sold milk, butter, and firewood to 
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the local community of Belton, Texas (Kitch 1994). Remarkably, some members became 
dentists, blacksmiths, and shoemakers (Sokolow and Lamanna 1984) during a period when 
social anxieties about women's changing roles encouraged white, middle class Protestant 
women to fit within a cult of domesticity (Welter [1966] 1989). 
In the 1880s, the husbands of several group members died, and although their wives 
had long since abandoned the family home and had moved to the commune on the 
McWhirter farm, the widows either inherited their husbands' estates outright, or utilized the 
group's communal resources to re-purchase the property from their children who had 
inherited the properties (Kitch 1994; Lufburrow 2001). The first inherited property was 
promptly transformed into a rural boarding house, which was so profitable that the group 
transformed it into a hotel within three years, and later opened another hotel in town (Kitch 
1994). The period 1885-1897 was the height of the economic success of the commune in 
Texas, and the group expanded their businesses to New York and to other small Texas towns. 
According to biographers, they ran several boarding houses and two hotels, formed holding 
companies to manage their properties, operated two farms to provide food for their multiple 
dining rooms, and lived together as an intentional community, following the eclectic spiritual 
traditions originally fostered by Martha McWhirter a decade or so earlier. During this period, 
there were between 42 and 50 women members on record (Kitch 1994; Kitch 1989; 
Lufburrow 2001; Sokolow and Lamanna 1984), including at least one African American 
woman, who is thought to have been a former slave (Lufburrow 2001). 
Foreshadowing attacks leveled against the lesbian intentional communities that would 
follow the Sanctificationists a century later, in the early 1880s the citizens of Belton blamed 
the Sisters for rising separation and divorce rates (Sokolow and Lamanna 1984). I also 
suspect that the citizens of Belton would not have been too enamored of the fact that the 
primarily white women's community apparently embraced a woman of color as a full 
member, although I have yet to find empirical evidence to support this suspicion. 
Nonetheless, by the end of the 1880s, the Sanctificationists had become so economically 
successful, and provided such valuable services to the community, that Belton became not 
only accepting of the women's community, but viewed them with some measure of pride 
(Kitch 1994; Kitch 1989). 
Although the Sanctificationists had become economically quite successful in Texas, 
in 1899 the entire commune moved to Washington, D C. (Kitch 1994; Kitch 1989; 
Lufburrow 2001; Sokolow and Lamanna 1984). There they opened boarding houses and a 
hotel and participated in urban feminist organizations (Kitch 1994). In 1904, their beloved 
charismatic leader, Martha McWhirter died. The exit of a charismatic leader usually signals 
extinction for communal societies (Kanter 1972), and although the community continued for 
many more years, it entered a serious period of decline after McWhirter's death. In 1917, the 
remaining six Sisters purchased a farm in rural Maryland to provide food for their urban 
dining halls, and to provide a pastoral retreat for themselves in a rural landscape. One by one 
the remaining members died or otherwise departed. The last member of the commune died in 
1983 at the age of 101. To the end, her mailbox carried the logo of the Woman's 
Commonwealth (Sokolow and Lamanna 1984), which signaled her enduring commitment to 
her community and to the values they once held so dear. 
Sanctificationists' beliefs and practices 
The members of the Woman's Commonwealth held several beliefs and instituted 
several practices that put them at odds with their local environment. At the same time, these 
peculiar beliefs and practices linked them with important social movements of the time, 
including feminism and communalism. The links that the Sanctificationists shared with other 
important social currents of their day illustrates how their commune and lives occurred 
within a particular social and historical context (Buechler 2002). 
The Sanctificationists' community embodied explicitly feminist values, which 
situates it firmly within the first wave of feminism. They sought spiritual, economic, and 
social equality for women and men (Kitch 1989). One of the most important practices the 
Sisters utilized to achieve equality, and one of their most controversial practices, was 
celibacy as a route to female empowerment. Beginning with McWhirter's revelation in 1867, 
the community developed the idea that celibacy was a way to liberate women from the 
spiritual degradation of heterosexual intercourse, the oppressive needs of children and 
childrearing, and male violence (Kitch 1994). Education for women was also an important 
value in the community (Kitch 1994), and members advocated vocational education for jobs 
and chores previously reserved for men, such as blacksmithing (Sokolow and Lamanna 
1984). There was conscious leveling of class status among the Sanctificationists (Kitch 1989) 
through their communal sharing practices and other such mechanisms, as well as apparently 
some degree of acceptance of diverse ethnicities. Although nearly all of the members were 
white, at least one African American woman was a member (Lufburrow 2001), and at least 
two Sisters left the community to marry wealthy Mexican men (Kitch 1994), while 
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maintaining their spiritual and economic connections with the community throughout their 
lives. 
The women's communal life offered them many benefits (Kitch 1994). Their 
collective economy was so frugal that members of the collective were markedly more 
prosperous and successful than their neighbors. Another benefit of their communal life is that 
their work was organized so as to rotate among members. Boring, repetitive, distasteful, and 
grueling tasks were thus rotated so that members only had to conduct such chores on an 
occasional basis. Even boring work was said to be enjoyable, as most chores were done 
collectively, in the company of compatible commune members. And even that labor was 
minimal; anecdotal evidence documents neighbors' complaints of having to work non-stop, 
while the Sanctificationists organized their efforts to require only four hours of work daily. 
Contributions of the Sanctificationists 
The Woman's Commonwealth, a.k.a. the Sanctificationists, a.k.a. the Sanctified 
Sisters, made several important contributions to the communal movement. First, they created 
a bridge between the rural, pastoral Utopian traditions and urban landscapes and realities 
during a period when nearly all Utopian communities were rural (Kitch 1994; Kitch 1989). 
Second, they were a highly successful and long-lasting commune, having been officially 
organized as a commune during the years 1879-1912 (Kitch 1994). And they established the 
first women's intentional community that was owned, operated, and controlled by women, 
and which was founded with the explicit intention of empowering women. But even though 
the Sanctifications made several important contributions to communalism, I believe that it is 
their contributions to feminism that makes them an especially important communal 
experiment to study and to analyze. 
The Sanctificationists developed several unique strategies to empower themselves as 
women, and these strategies are some of their most important contributions to feminism. 
First, they enacted innovative property-holding strategies during an historical period when 
Texas and most other states forbade married women from holding property (Effland et al. 
1993; Kraus 1998). One of these strategies was to declare themselves femes soles, or single 
women, because Texas law allowed single women the rights to property denied by law, and 
later by custom, to married women2 (Kitch 1994: 44). Another property-holding strategy the 
Sisters enacted was to communalize their real property. Forming a corporation in 1891 to 
hold their hotels, boarding houses, and three farm properties (Sokolow and Lamanna 1984), 
the group communalized their properties, and thus were able to control them as a group. 
A second strategy the Sanctificationists employed as a tactic for feminist 
empowerment was financially based. The women's communal lifestyle was so frugal, and 
their business enterprises so successful, that when they left Texas in 1899, they had 
accumulated $200,000 in assets (Kitch 1994). In a capitalist society where money is quite 
literally power, for a comparatively small group of women to have that much economic clout 
was extremely unusual. By the time the women were shopping for a site for their new home 
outside of Texas, they were so economically popular that the president of Mexico met them 
to ask them to consider bringing their community, and their considerable wealth, to his 
country (Kitch 1994). Decades later, when the last surviving member died in 1983, assets 
2 Texas laws prohibiting married women from owning and controlling property were only overturned in 1913. 
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included $250,000 cash in the communal banking account, as well as the rural farmhouse in 
Maryland (Lufburrow 2001). 
Another contribution the Sanctificationists made to feminism is their development of 
the ideal of celibacy as a route for female empowerment. The Sisters advocated celibacy 
during the height of the Comstock Act which made it a federal crime to utilize the postal 
service to send or receive contraceptive information (D'Emilio and Freedman 1988: 60). For 
the women in the Commonwealth, celibacy was a route to female empowerment because it 
eliminated the oppressive drudgery of childrearing (Kitch 1989) during a time when 
Americans opposed to birth control had successfully outlawed much of its availability. The 
Sisters also utilized celibacy as a way to escape marriage and what they saw as the spiritual 
degradation of marital sex (Kitch 1989). Celibacy, as an alternative form of sexuality, was 
quite common among other communes of the day, along with free love and other forms of 
sexual expression (Kanter 1972). But the organizational make-up of the Sanctificationists as 
a women's commune makes their claim to celibacy as a spiritual right a profound act of 
resistance to patriarchy. 
Finally, the Sanctificationists gained incredible financial success, and garnered much 
national, even international notoriety during their halcyon days (Sokolow and Lamanna 
1984). Their high visibility allowed them to promote a viable social and domestic alternative 
for women. In this end, their stunning success as an economically-viable communal 
experiment might be their most important contribution. One thing is for sure: members of the 
Woman's Commonwealth, or the Sanctified Sisters, as they were derisively called in their 
early days, acted as an intriguing role model for late 20th century feminist rural Utopias and 
the 1970s lesbian land movement. 
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The Landdykes 
Nearly one hundred years after the Sanctificationists developed the first autonomous, 
women's intentional community, radical lesbian feminists created an entire set of intentional 
communities for women, and spawned a new social movement in the rural landscape. Most 
sources cite the birth of the lesbian land movement in the very early 1970s (Cheney 1985; 
Sachs 1996; Sandilands 2002; Summerhawk and Gagehabib 2000), and among the 32 
respondents for this study, the earliest consciously-articulated participation in the lesbian 
land movement pinpoints the date as 1973. Throughout its thirty-odd years of existence, the 
movement has engaged in a multitude of experiments, such as new forms of sexual and 
romantic relationships, new ways of structuring organizations, new patterns of decision­
making, and new ways of legal relationships to land. In this section, I trace the historical 
development of the lesbian land movement, beginning with the 1970s and moving through 
the decades to the 2000s. I use information from the literature, and also from several of the 
respondents for the study who were present throughout the period of time under 
consideration. 
The 1970s women '.v land movement 
In the 1970s, the movement was largely known as the women's land movement to 
emphasize its connections with the women's liberation movement. The term women's land 
movement was also embraced initially because original movement goals were to open access 
to land to women (Sachs 1996), although early on it became apparent that most participants 
were lesbian (Cheney 1985). The rural settlements that comprised the movement negotiated a 
tension between anarchism and collectivism (Cheney 1985). Open wimmin's land, which 
was land open for squatting or house construction to any female, was the most popular form 
of organization for settlements. Non-monogamous sexual and romantic relationships were 
the normative ideal, and possessiveness and jealousy were frowned upon. Women floated 
from settlement to settlement resulting in rapidly changing populations and landscapes. 
Turnover was such a problem that fruiting shrubs planted on one particular land one year 
could not be located the next year due to 100% membership turnover in that short timeframe. 
Settlements clustered in several regions, including California, Minnesota, Missouri, 
New Mexico, New York, Oregon, and Wisconsin. Empirical analysis of student protest 
movements documents that if a campus has a history of activism, the campus is much more 
likely to be the site of future activism (Van Dyke 1998). I believe a similar dynamic was at 
work in locating the early women's lands in clusters. Theoretically, the movement was open 
to all women. Practically, however, the movement was explicitly lesbian. By the beginning 
of the 1980s, the movement had become very lesbian-identified and, increasingly, separatist. 
The 1980s lesbian land movement 
The movement became so separatist in the late-1970s and early 1980s that most 
activists came to prefer "lesbian land movement" as a moniker in order to emphasize its 
essential lesbian character. During the 1980s, the movement experienced a multitude of 
changes. First, it quickly became an international phenomenon as activists created movement 
communities in Australia, Canada, Denmark, Ireland, New Zealand, Scotland, and the U.K. 
(Cheney 1985). Second, it spread out of the sites where it was clustered in the 1970s and 
established itself in nearly every state in the U.S. Third, the movement experienced 
significant pressure from lesbians of color, particularly African American, Chicana, and 
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American Indian lesbians. A handful of lesbian lands were established by and for lesbians of 
color, amidst recriminations, charges of movement racism, and significant levels of white 
guilt. None of these lesbian-of-color communities survive today. Nonetheless, the lesbians of 
color who challenged the movement's whiteness and charged individual activists with being 
beneficiaries of white privilege were largely successful in instituting specific movement 
ideologies and practices designed to root racism, ethnocentrism, and exclusion out of the 
movement. 
A fourth change during the 1980s was that many in the movement became "clean and 
sober." While the period of the 1970s was marked by liberal use of recreational drugs such as 
marijuana, peyote, cocaine, mescaline, alcohol, tobacco, amphetamines, and LSD, the 1980s 
were quite different. As a result of the Reagan-Bush policies of "Zero Tolerance" and the 
utilization of the RICO statutes to seize properties involved in drug use, coupled with the 
recognition of the problems involved in heavy drug use, the lesbian land-based communities 
in the 1980s sharply restricted drug use, and movement ideology came to frown upon most 
substance use. 
A fifth change in the movement, and one that is quite significant for its long-term 
survival, is that the 1980s was the time of institution building in the movement. In 1982 the 
first Maize was published. Maize is a publication by and for lesbians on the land, and it 
published continuously from the early 1980s until the 2000s when it changed hands and went 
into steep decline. In 1985, Shewolf's Directory ofWimmin's Lands was first published. 
Listing nearly 100 lands originally, the Directory is updated every three or four years and 
helps to create an international network of land-based communities associated with the 
movement. That same year, Lesbian Land, a full-length book documenting dozens of lesbian 
land-based communal experiments was published. Perhaps the most important lesbian land 
movement institution to come out of the 1980s is Lesbian Natural Resources (LNR). LNR is 
a grantmaking organization founded with the contribution of $250,000 by a benevolent 
lesbian. The organization funds apprenticeship grants designed to help lesbians on land find 
apprentices, and to help apprentices learn rural self-sufficiency and community skills so that 
they can also create viable lives on lesbian land. The organization also makes grants of 
$10,000 to $15,000 to be used as a down payment for new community land, as well as 
making grants for housing and community development. As will be discussed elsewhere in 
the dissertation, many respondents are grateful for LNR, and many exclaim how they and 
their communities would not be able to survive without this institution. Respondents' 
comments, however, underscore that the importance of LNR as an institution is not its 
funding opportunities, but in its role as a factor that provides continuity to the movement. 
Life on lesbian land in the 1980s was perhaps much easier than it was in the 1970s. 
Communities were better organized, as anarchism and policies of open wimmin's land ran 
their course and were replaced by more stable organizational structures. Most lands that 
survived established guidelines for membership, structure, decision-making processes, drugs, 
pets, and other issues that had threatened the stability of communities of the 1970s. Still, 
there were lots of hard lessons to learn, and for many, life in the country was simply too 
difficult. Poverty among the lands was extreme as most were located on marginally-
productive land far from urban centers and employment possibilities. The realities of poverty, 
isolation, loneliness, interpersonal conflict, underdeveloped infrastructure, poor housing, and 
other factors drove many formerly fervent activists back to the cities. As the New Right 
solidified and the progressive gains of the 1970s faded away, in the late 1980s, the lesbian 
land movement began to decline. 
The 1990s landdyke movement 
Early in the 1990s, the decline of the movement continued. Burnout from chronic 
interpersonal conflict and the harsh realities of rural self-sufficiency took its toll on the 
movement. In response to the prevalent problems within the communities, the movement 
shifted focus and made a significant rebound by the mid-to-late 1990s. First, the movement's 
activists increasingly preferred to refer to the movement as the "landdyke movement." This 
change in name links lesbians to the land in a way that even a hyphenated name could not. 
The quirkiness of the name resonated with many activists, as many sought to reclaim the 
word "dyke" in the same way that gay men had successfully reclaimed the word "fag." Many 
in the movement visualized the new name as representing a new, revitalized phase of the 
movement, and for many, their enthusiasm was renewed. 
A second significant change in the movement is that the settlements became more 
privatized, and less communal. A modified individualism became trendy, and communalism 
began to be considered old-fashioned, even an anachronism practiced by the "old" members 
of the movement. By the late 1990s, a new organizational structure for land communities 
emerged: the rural lesbian neighborhood. This new form of community organization involved 
the sale of small lots out of a larger piece of property. Lesbians who purchased a lot owned 
the home they built on the land, and any other improvements, but usually they did not own 
the land itself. If they ever chose to sell their house, they would have to sell to a lesbian 
approved by the community, which often held the property in a land trust established to keep 
the land open for lesbians in perpetuity. The lesbian land movement is not unique in this shift 
of land practices. Hicks documents that many communal experiments began with a Utopian 
and communal vision of land, and shifted to a more explicitly pragmatic practice of 
managing the land and its resources (Hicks 2001). 
A third significant change that occurred in the 1990s is, increasingly, lesbian 
communities utilized formal boards of directors to make decisions. Instead of the communal 
consensus decision-making practices that absorbed so much time, energy, and emotions in 
the 1970s and 1980s, communities established small bodies of decision makers who would 
be elected, appointed, or otherwise selected to represent the entire membership of a land 
community. Communities also increasingly sought to involve women (and even men) who 
were not residents in the communities as a way to mitigate internal conflict. 
A fourth change concerns the way landdykes made money. Participants in the 
movement sought to develop cottage industries and other alternative ways to make money in 
the 1990s. Whereas in previous decades lesbian land-based cottage industries sought to rely 
on the unique niche of the lesbian consumer, mostly through mail order sales and sales at 
national and regional women's festivals, in the 1990s the market for cottage industries 
broadened. Many lands developed community supported agriculture projects (CSAs) and 
sold to any willing buyer, not restricting sales only to lesbians. Lesbian-only marketing had 
been popular, nearly mandatory, in the preceding decade. 
One of the most significant changes that occurred in the movement in the 1990s was 
the institution of an annual Landdyke Gathering. Beginning in the late 1990s, the Gatherings 
are week-long retreats that attract landdykes from all over the U.S. and Canada, and often 
from other countries as well. The Gatherings increased networking possibilities, offered 
opportunities for potential residents to connect with lands looking for residents, and provided 
skills-sharing workshops. Most of the respondents for this study recount how loneliness and 
isolation are some of the biggest problems they face as movement participants. The 
Gatherings offer a way out of that loneliness and isolation for those lesbians who are able to 
participate. The problem of participation for most landdykes, however, is one of accessibility. 
Most land communities do not have sufficient funds to send residents to the Gatherings, 
which are supposed to rotate among different lands, but which have so far concentrated in the 
East. In addition, many landdykes have livestock, pets, jobs, and other commitments that 
prevent them from easily participating in the event. However, as the respondents for this 
study document elsewhere in this dissertation, just knowing the Gatherings are there is often 
enough to mitigate the loneliness and isolation many participants in the movement 
experience. 
These multiple changes in the 1990s landdyke movement addressed many of the 
problems that became apparent in the 1980s. These transformations curtailed the steep 
decline of the movement, and membership on the various lands associated with the 
movement stabilized. A new annual gathering was instituted to aid networking in the 
movement. Changes in organizational structure successfully handled many of the excesses of 
communalism. What the decade of the 1990s was apparently unable to accomplish, however, 
was to attract a new cohort of younger women to the movement, a phenomenon discussed 
several places in the dissertation. 
The 2000s landdyke movement 
The movement in the 2000s is still known as the landdyke movement, but there 
continue to be changes and challenges. Many respondents for the study continue to bemoan 
the fact that there are few women under forty in the movement. Although many mourn the 
loss of the "good old days" when the movement was amorphous, anarchist, collective, and 
ever-changing, the movement is much smaller than it was in the ferment of the 1970s and 
early 1980s. Still, the communities that survive are stronger than ever, and most of the 
institutions of the 1980s are thriving. LNR still makes grants, although it has reportedly 
shifted its funding priorities as its organizers became more involved in their own CSA and 
other cottage industries. Lesbian Land has received a commitment by its publishers always to 
keep the book in print, a promise that is unparalleled by most other publishers for social 
movements. The publisher of Shewolf's Directory ofWimmin's Lands estimates that there are 
200 to 220 landdyke settlements in the U.S., and that settlements are still to be found in many 
sites in Canada and Western Europe. The annual Landdyke Gatherings have become larger 
and larger, with up to 100 participants each year. Among the institutions created in the 1980s 
and 1990s, only Maize is flagging. After being published continuously by one editor for ten 
years, the journal changed hands four times in three years. It is now only sporadically 
published, and quality has suffered. Still, the relentless optimism of the movement shines in 
even this potentially sad situation, as a collective of longtime landdykes has recently gained 
control of the journal and is preparing to revitalize Maize and resume publishing. Such issues 
of the contemporary landdyke movement are the topic of this dissertation. The following 
chapters will delve into these contemporary issues more deeply. But first, I will briefly 
analyze the various stages of the Sanctificationists and the landdyke movement from a social 
movement theory standpoint as a way to set the stage for examining these contiguous 
landscapes. 
Social Movement Perspectives: 
The Landdyke Movement and the Sanctificationists 
Social movements tend to be cyclical (Meyer 1993). There are periods when 
movements are more active, and periods when they decline, shift their foci, change 
significant patterns, decline, become invisible, even die. After the stunning successes of the 
Sanctificationists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, women's rural intentional 
communities flowed into the same period of the doldrums experienced by the rest of 
feminism (Rupp and Taylor 1987). However, the ideas and beliefs of the women's 
intentional community movement surely lived on in the abeyance structures detailed by 
Taylor (1989) that ensured the resurgence of feminism fifty years later, and the development 
of the women's land movement shortly thereafter. Many of the ideas of the Sanctificationists 
and their contemporary feminist sisters diffused (Stein 1992) into the larger culture. For 
example, women's right to own and to control property became legal in the years of the 
doldrums, even though it was not until the 1950s and 1960s when it became culturally 
appropriate for women to control the land they owned, long after they were allowed by law 
to do so (Effland et al. 1993; Kraus 1998). And it was precisely the fact that women were 
restricted by tradition and by culture from having easy access to land that stirred radical 
lesbian feminists in the 1970s to situate their political activism in the rural landscape and to 
create the women's land movement. 
Social movements are not only cyclical; they tend to follow a common evolutionary 
pattern that includes normative confrontation, disruptive confrontation, separatism, 
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introspective self-help, and pluralistic integration (MacNair et al. 2000). The landdyke 
movement and the Sanctifications are both examples that roughly followed this evolutionary 
pattern. In the late 19th century when the Sanctificationists first began, and the 1970s when 
the women's land movement first began, both groups began their activism using normative 
confrontation. Each first articulated their concerns within their existing social contexts: the 
Sanctificationists first confronted the Methodist church, their husbands, and the surrounding 
community of Belton. The radical feminists of the 1970s first articulated their concerns 
within the feminist movement, black power movement, and gay liberation movement (Echols 
1989). When normative confrontation was not enough for the activists in the 1870s, nor in 
the 1970s, they entered the next evolutionary stage: disruptive confrontation. In this stage, 
activists in both the 1870s and 1970s struggled vociferously against sexism in their 
communities, spiritual authority, and in their heterosexual relationships. When that, too, 
failed to enact the desired changes, both the Sanctificationists and the initiators of the lesbian 
land movement moved to the next level in the typology proposed by MacNair et al. (2000) 
and invoked separatism as a movement strategy. The Sanctifications separated from their 
society, and in the process from their husbands, in the late 1870s, while the lesbian 
separatists did so in the early 1970s. According to the typology, the next stage in the process 
is introspective self-help. The Sanctificationists entered this stage in the late 1880s and early 
1890s when they realized they must have some sort of economy if they were to survive, and 
even earlier as they developed the concept of celibacy as a route for female self-
empowerment. The landdykes entered this phase in the 1980s as waves of women eschewed 
alcohol and other recreational drugs and joined 12-step programs and alternative feminist 13-
step programs, seemingly en masse. The final evolutionary phase proposed by this model is 
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pluralistic integration. The Sanctificationists entered this phase when the community of 
Belton began to recognize the economic importance of the community, and when the Sisters 
were embraced by the community as the pillars of the community. And I believe that the 
landdyke movement is currently engaging in pluralistic integration. Signs of this include the 
increasing tolerance of gay men and transsexuals on previously separatist lands, and in the 
curiosity about queer theory expressed by many respondents for this study. 
Although there is no evidence that the Sanctificationists engaged in sexual activity 
with each other, unlike the later landdyke movement, this fact alone does not eliminate the 
community as being the first autonomous, women's intentional community that was formed 
with the express intention of empowering women. Many in the landdyke movement know 
some of the history of the Sanctificationists, as a brief article about the community appeared 
in Maize in the mid-1980s. And many in the movement hail the Sanctificationists as being 
their foremothers. The values expressed by the Sisters ring true for the landdykes of today. 
Feminism, freedom from compulsory heterosexuality, female empowerment through 
communalism and financial independence, community self-reliance, women's right to their 
own spiritual authority—all of these values were held as dear in the Woman's 
Commonwealth as they are today in landdyke communities. In the next section, I will 
describe the methodology for the study. The last section provides a roadmap for the rest of 
the dissertation, where I will discuss the contemporary landdyke movement in much more 
detail. 
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Methodology and Sample 
Although a brief discussion of the methodology appears in every article, this 
introduction creates a good opportunity for a more thorough discussion of my motives for 
conducting the study in the manner that I did. I believe that it is important, upfront, to 
provide this detailed explication of the methodological processes and techniques I employed 
for my research and analysis of the landdyke landscapes I studied. 
Mechanisms of the study 
The study is qualitative. I chose a qualitative approach for several reasons. First, I 
believe that qualitative studies can reveal more in-depth information than is possible in 
quantitatively-oriented studies, such as surveys. Although a survey can reveal broad trends, 
and although surveys repeated over time provide valuable longitudinal data, I wanted to 
collect rich, thick details, best provided by a qualitative study. Second, a survey would have 
been practically impossible to gather the kind of information I desired for this study, as the 
population is comparatively small, anonymity impossible, and potential respondents 
especially resistant to such research methods. Third, I believe that a qualitative study, such as 
the one I designed, allowed me to discern longitudinal trends in the movement for which I 
would not have known questions to ask on a survey. Fourth, because there have been no 
other national studies of the movement to my knowledge, designing a survey based on what I 
knew of the movement before beginning my work would have resulted in very little useful 
information. I simply would not have known what questions to ask in a formal, written, 
mailed survey. Finally, there exists no bank of quantitative data on the movement. Thus 
relying on secondary data was impossible for this study. 
Because of all of these reasons, the study is based on intensive, semi-structured 
interviews with 32 participants in the landdyke movement. The interviewees include several 
key informants who are activists in movement organizations and institutions, including 
movement publications. Many of the respondents were present at the birth of the movement, 
and some were even present in precursor movements of the late 1960s. I believe it to be 
important to include both grassroots participants, those who perhaps joined the movement at 
a late stage in the movement's history, as well as those activists who actively created the 
movement. The interviewees were selected from the population of landdykes using a 
modified stratified snowball technique. My goal here was to obtain as much geographic and 
demographic diversity as possible in a social movement that is largely white, but which is 
spread out across the U.S. in nearly every state. 
Twenty-five of the interviews took place over the phone. Six took place in person 
when I visited community lands, and one was self-administered by a respondent who is deaf 
and who used a printed copy of the interview schedule. One interview lasted merely one 
hour. All of the others lasted at least one and a half hours, and most lasted two hours or more. 
Several took four to six hours and were conducted in a series of conversations. In one case, 
the long afternoon interview was broken by a tour of the land and the structural 
improvements the residents had made. In other cases, when interviews were by phone, the 
interviews were conducted over a series of phone calls. Although I did follow an interview 
schedule, reproduced as Appendix A, I also allowed for respondents to talk about movement 
issues that were important to them. I am particularly glad I allowed for this semi-structured 
interview approach, as several concepts, of which I had been previously unaware, emerged 
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spontaneously. One of these issues was concern about disability and aging in the landdyke 
movement, which is described more fully in later chapters. 
Approach to analyzing the data 
The interviews were taped, with appropriate IRB approval, and with respondents 
giving their informed consent on tape. After the interviews were completed, they were 
transcribed into digital form, and entered into N-VIVO™ for coding, data analysis, and for 
file management. 
The first time I read through the transcripts, they were in printed form. My first run-
through of the transcripts involved loose, open coding and marginal notes (Emerson et al. 
1995) as I skimmed and sought to discover broad patterns. The second time I read through 
the printed transcripts, I did more focused coding, and began to sketch out some possible 
analytical patterns as I read. After this phase, I entered the focused coding into N-VIVO™ 
and chose several analytical themes on which to concentrate my work. Because I read 
transcripts and engaged in coding throughout the data collection phase, I was able both to 
fine-tune my questions to respondents, as well as to engage in extensive member-checking 
(Emerson et al. 1995) with key informants. This became especially important near the end of 
data collection as I was beginning to create the outlines for the articles that follow. 
IRB regulations 
The ethics of data collection from living peoples is of prime importance to me, 
especially after conversations with several potential interviewees who refused an interview 
on tape due to their concerns about me as a researcher, sociology as a discipline, and 
academia as an enterprise. Indeed, because sociology, anthropology, experimental 
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psychology, and other behavioral sciences are especially prone to being abusive of research 
subjects, even accidentally, I was gratified to have the guidance and legitimacy offered by 
my campus institutional regulatory board (IRB). I therefore followed all of their guidelines, 
and obtained approval from the IRB at all stages of the research. In accordance with IRB 
regulations, I promised confidentiality to all respondents. Early in the data collection process, 
a couple of respondents expressed concern about their confidentiality, which convinced me 
to use only identifying numbers for respondents, and not to disclose the name of their 
communities, nor the name of the state in which they live. Experiences at Camp Sister Spirit 
in Mississippi, where Christian activists in the local community mobilized to oust the camp, 
and where there were several incidents of violence and harassment, solidified my concern for 
confidentiality (Greene 1997; Greene and Wheat 1995). Although the violence and 
harassment that occurred at Camp Sister Spirit have not been repeated in other areas of the 
nation, the possibility for right-wing activism to harass and even to eliminate lesbian rural 
communities remains (Stein 2001). 
Another IRB regulation that I followed was to keep the printed transcripts and the 
tapes of interviews in a locked drawer. The digital transcripts are on a personal computer, 
and are stored in a folder with a password known only to myself. 
Form of the dissertation 
Unlike traditional dissertations that incorporate conventionalized chapters, this one 
joins separate, stand-alone articles written for submission to sociological journals that are 
peer-reviewed. I did this for several reasons. First, I wanted to sharpen my writing skills and 
to become proficient at conducting a literature review, outlining an analytical framework, and 
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applying the framework to my data, in the process making a new contribution to the field of 
sociology. I believe that I was able to do this more concisely because of the article form than 
would have been possible if I had chosen a more conventional dissertation form. The fact that 
I now have three, maybe four, articles that will be commented upon by five members of my 
dissertation committee increases the likelihood that I will be able to revise the articles 
significantly before sending them out to journals for review. This will increase the possibility 
of acceptance, and will likely shorten the revise-and-resubmit period significantly. I believe 
that the form this dissertation takes will add to my publishing record, thus making me a more 
viable candidate for academic employment, and hopefully, promotion and tenure within a 
few years. The next section gives a brief summary of each of the articles that follow. 
Map of the Dissertation 
The chapter that follows this introduction, Chapter Two, is an ethnography of the 
U.S. landdyke movement. Entitled, "Nestled into Niches: The Social Ecology of the 
Landdyke Movement," the article utilizes the concept of an ecological niche to examine the 
movement. It expands ideas extracted from organizational niche theory and applies them to 
the landdyke social movement community. The article argues that the landdyke movement is 
a niche where lesbians can have experiences that are mostly unavailable to them elsewhere. 
Chapter Three, "Landdyke Toolkits: Movement Objectives and Embodied Activist 
Strategies," uses the idea that activist strategies are tools to achieve movement objectives. It 
analyzes the macro-level objectives of the landdyke movement, and develops the concept of 
embodied strategies. It then applies the embodied strategies concept to the movement, 
arguing that as a social movement community, participants quite literally live their politics 
and that their everyday lives are daily enactments of their social movement strategies and 
praxis. 
Chapter Four uses several different social movement perspectives to analyze the 
movement. Entitled, "Rivers of Ideas, Participants, and Praxis: Managing Confluence in a 
Social Movement Community," the article uses fluidity as a theoretical metaphor. Here, I 
develop the concept of social movement confluence and examine the manifestation of 
confluence in the landdyke movement, the benefits and challenges it poses to the movement, 
and the management techniques activists use to handle confluence in the movement and in 
the land-based communities. 
The final chapter, Chapter Five, serves as a general conclusion to the dissertation. In 
this final chapter, I tie the previous articles together, providing a wide-angle view of the 
landscapes. Although each article describes the contributions and limitations to the study in 
terms that are specific to each article, in Chapter Five, I provide some ideas for more general 
contributions and limitations of this study. I also make a series of suggestions for future 
analysis of the data gathered for this project, as well as suggest future areas of study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
NESTLED INTO NICHES: 
THE SOCIAL ECOLOGY OF LANDDYKE MOVEMENT COMMUNITIES3 
An article to be submitted to a sociological journal. 
by Sine Anahita 
Abstract 
Niche theory is utilized as an analytical framework to examine the contemporary 
U.S. lesbian land movement, known more recently as the landdyke movement. An historical 
analysis of lesbian communities in the U.S., 1850 to the present, is used to frame the 
landdyke movement within other historical lesbian communities. Based on a set of in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews with 32 activists in the movement, the article describes the 
politics and praxis of the landdyke movement by examining how it occupies a unique niche 
within its environment and how it offers niches to participants that enable them to experience 
a close, personal relationship with land, to forge strong interpersonal relationships through 
lesbian community, engage in personal transformation processes, live their values and 
politics, and pursue a profound sense of personal freedom unavailable to them elsewhere. 
Introduction 
Self-conscious lesbian and proto-lesbian communities have subsisted in niches carved 
out of the larger society for at least the last 150 years in the U.S. With the advent of lesbian 
feminism in the 1970s, many lesbians moved to rural areas to create landdyke settlements— 
3 This paper benefited tremendously from discussions with Mike Bell, Jackie Blount, Jill Bystydzienski, John 
D'Emilio, Betty Dobratz, BeJae Fleming, Clare Hinrichs, David Schweingruber, Kayt Sunwood, Bill 
Woodman, and several of the respondents for the study. The author appreciates their insightful comments. 
lesbians who live on land, often with other lesbians—and a social movement. This paper is 
an ethnographic analysis of this movement, known as the lesbian land movement, and more 
recently known to movement participants as the landdyke movement. The paper elaborates 
how the landdyke movement is a niche that offers physical, political, ideological, and 
emotional space for lesbians to undergo experiences that are largely closed to them outside of 
the movement community. Based on the interviews, these experiences include: being able to 
establish a close, emotional and spiritual connection to land; the creation of personal 
relationships and a sense of community with like-minded others; the ability to engage in 
personal transformation; the opportunity to live their values through small, everyday acts that 
have the potential to enact global consequences; and the chance to live with a daily sense of 
personal freedom. 
I begin with a brief discussion of the relevance of niche theory in the study of 
organizations. This is followed by an historical analysis of lesbian communities in the U.S., a 
discussion of the methodology used for this study, and a description of the characteristics of 
the sample. Next, I turn to the interview transcripts to analyze the politics and praxis of the 
lesbian land movement through an application of the various ecological niches the movement 
provides to participants. I conclude with a discussion of the contributions and limitations of 
the study, including suggestions for future research on this topic. 
Organizational Niche Theory 
Many decades ago, population ecologists working within organizational theory 
translated concepts from evolutionary biology to their studies of organizations (Gray and 
Lowery 1996; Robbins 1990: 225-230). Niche theory is one of these translated concepts. 
Organizational niche theory commonly uses biological metaphors, e.g. competition, 
adaptation, population, species, selection processes, survival, extinction, and, of course, 
niche, and applies these to organizations. Like a biological niche, an organizational niche is 
the space within which a population utilizes resources (Li 2001). In other words, a niche is 
the environmental space that similar organizations use to extract resources and to carry on 
other interactions with their environment. Although usually the concept of organizational 
niche is applied to large, formally-organized industrial organizations (Robbins 1990), 
recently, the concept has been applied to other organizations, such as media groups (Li 
2001), and small businesses like day care centers (Baum and Singh 1996) and restaurants 
(Freeman and Hannan 1983). Gray and Lowery (1996) are among the few organizational 
theorists who have translated the model beyond the business world to examine interest 
groups such as lobbying organizations. 
One of the key ideas of organizational niche theory especially pertinent to the present 
study is that the external environment of an organization, and how well-suited the 
organization is to its environment, is more salient in determining its survival than its internal 
characteristics (Li 2001; Robbins 1990: 225-230). In other words, the better adapted an 
organization is to its niche, the more likely the organization is to survive and thrive. 
Organizations with niches that overlap will compete over the area of overlap (Gray and 
Lowery 1996; Li 2001). One organizational survival strategy is to partition the niche-space 
(Gray and Lowery 1996) so that competitors each carve out a discrete part of the heretofore 
shared niche. Another organizational survival strategy is to move to another niche; for 
example, in one study, those day care centers that moved to a niche where there was less 
competition dramatically improved their survival rate (Baum and Singh 1996). Populations, 
which in this model are groups of organizations that share a common environment and utilize 
common resources, can be specialists and utilize environmental resources from a 
comparatively narrow niche, or they can be generalists and use resources from a broader 
niche (Freeman and Hannan 1983). Specialists do not generally have the flexibility necessary 
to survive dramatic environmental changes, while generalists are better able to survive such 
changes, but with a decrease in organizational efficiency (Dimmick 1997; Li 2001). 
Niche theory, social movements, and social movement communities 
To my knowledge, no one has explicitly applied the organizational niche model to 
social movements and their associated movement communities, although Gray and Lowery 
(1996) come close in their analysis of interest groups. However, there are several reasons 
why organizational niche theory is applicable to social movements. First, social movements 
usually do have organizations, and although they may be organized differently than some 
industrial or small business organizations, many social movement organizations are also 
organized in ways that are quite similar in terms of complexity, formality, and centralization 
(Robbins 1990). Many theorists believe that contemporary social movements are best viewed 
as social movement communities (Staggenborg 1998), and thus, a second reason why 
organizational niche theory is applicable is because the communities themselves are 
organized. Even if their organizational patterns are not consciously designed, are loose in 
character, and look more like an informal network than a formally-organized, highly 
centralized organization, they are still organized. Third, social movement communities share 
a number of characteristics with organizations: 1) social movement communities occupy a 
particular niche in their environment; 2) they must compete with other movement 
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communities for resources such as members, energy, money, ideologies; 3) they are subject 
to environmental pressures that may lead to competitive success or extinction; and 4) 
survival strategies, such as partitioning or moving to a less-competitive niche, work for social 
movement communities just as they do for formally-organized organizations. Fourth, using 
organizational niche theory to examine a social movement community will expand the model 
in new, and quite fruitful ways. After the following introduction to the various niches 
lesbians have carved out for themselves and their communities, I will test the utility of 
organizational niche theory to explore the landdyke movement community. 
Lesbian Niches in Historical Perspective 
In biological ecology terminology, a niche is the space occupied by an organism 
within a community of plants and animals. Similarly, in organizational ecology terminology, 
a niche is the space within which a population interacts with its environment (Li 2001). 
Originally from the word "nest," the word "niche" serves as an apt metaphor to describe how 
U.S. lesbian communities have carved out space for their members within a social 
environment whose attitudes and beliefs about lesbians have at various times been 
characterized by oblivion, hostility and persecution, belittling stereotypes, tolerance for 
practical and political reasons, and pornographic exploitation. 
Although historians disagree about the specific characteristics of lesbian 
communities in U.S. history (Rupp [1981] 1997), evidence continues to emerge to document 
the existence of romantic and/or sexual relationships among women of diverse classes 
(Hansen 1992) and ethnicities (Hansen 1995; Wekker [1993] 1997; Wilson 1996) since at 
least the 18th century (Faderman 1981; Faderman [1979] 1997). By the late decades of the 
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19th century, at least some of these women created self-conscious proto-lesbian, intensely 
romantic, homosocial niches for themselves in spite of diagnoses of pathology later leveled 
upon them by sexologists, heterocentric biographers, and homophobic historians (Faderman 
1978; Faderman 1981; Faderman 1991b; [1979] 1997; Franzen 1996; Freedman 1979; Rupp 
[1981] 1997; Smith-Rosenberg 1975). By the 1920s, thanks to Freudianism and sexology that 
transformed constructions of women from innately passionless into potentially sexual beings, 
(Faderman 1978; Faderman 1991b), many women who loved other women no longer denied 
their sexuality, even if their sexuality was diagnosed as pathetic and deviant (Franzen 1996). 
In spite of the negative constructions of lesbian sexuality fostered by sexologists, thousands 
flocked to big cities such as New York and Chicago to create the first self-conscious urban 
lesbian communities in the U.S. (Faderman 1991a). For some of these women, publicly 
"passing" as men (D'Emilio 1983) or adopting butch drag (Boyd 1999) offered new 
opportunities and niches for freedom, such as marrying another woman in a civil ceremony 
(Faderman 1991a), while for others, freedom lay in more private participation in urban 
lesbian community life. 
By the 1930s, although lesbians were publicly excoriated as abnormal freaks 
(Faderman 1991b), working class and middle class lesbians, both black and white, created 
cultural niches for themselves in urban areas. There is some evidence that lesbianism, or at 
least partnerships between non-married women, was tolerated more in African American 
enclaves than in white communities (Wekker [1993] 1997). Much of white working class 
lesbian culture revolved around urban lesbian bars, where the ideologies of butch-femme, 
perhaps practiced mostly by working class women (Ponse [1978] 1998), and other 
peculiarities of lesbian culture were becoming elaborated (Faderman 1991b; Kennedy and 
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Davis 1993). White lesbians in the middle and professional classes, on the other hand, 
created community niches based more on private social networks, not public sites such as 
bars. These networks were constituted through their employment, Progressive Era political 
work, and education (Faderman 1991b; Franzen 1996). 
During WWII, lesbian community niches thrived in urban environments as thousands 
of unmarried and married women moved to take war jobs (D'Emilio 1983; Faderman 1991b; 
Kennedy and Davis 1993). Indeed, although just a few years before the war began lesbians 
were seen as freakish abnormalities, because the war effort required women to live 
independently of men while men fought overseas, strong, independent, self-sufficient women 
were seen as cultural heroines, and lesbianism was ignored even in the military (Faderman 
1991b). The brief period of tolerance for lesbian communities (Franzen 1996), however, did 
not last more than one decade, and lesbian subcultures reacted to the change in their 
environment by being forced underground as women were ousted from their war jobs and as 
McCarthyism and the homosexual witch-hunts rumbled through the 1950s (Bérubé and 
D'Emilio 1984; D'Emilio 1983; D'Emilio 1992; Faderman 1991b; Franzen 1996). 
Because of McCarthyism and psychiatric accusations that lesbians suffered from 
acute mental illness, most 1950s lesbian communities advocated and practiced assimilation 
as a mechanism to cope with the hostile environment (Shugar 1995). Assimilationism proved 
to be a successful adaptation strategy, and urban and small town lesbian communities thrived 
within dense, private social networks through the 1950s and into the 1960s (Faderman 
1991b; Kennedy and Davis 1993; Rupp [1981] 1997). Many lesbian communities became 
affiliated with the homophile movement, tolerating its androcentrism and blatant misogyny 
(D'Emilio 1983) perhaps as a strategy to improve their survival chances in an increasingly 
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hostile external environment. In organizational niche terms, the homophile movement was a 
generalist movement, and thus had the greater flexibility needed in order to survive the 
hostility of the 1950s environment (Dimmick 1997; Freeman and Hannan 1983; Li 2001). 
Lesbian movement communities during the 1950s were specialists. As such, they had less 
flexibility than the generalist homophile movement, and thus affiliation with the homophile 
movement increased their chances of survival. 
During this period, hundreds of lesbians, even those in isolated rural areas and in 
small towns across the U.S. subscribed to The Ladder, a homophile-oriented publication that 
originated in 1956. It is thought to be the first continuously-publishing lesbian publication in 
the U.S., although an earlier publication, Vice Versa, published nine issues in 1947 
(Faderman 1981). Urban lesbians were able to participate in meetings of the Daughters of 
Bilitis (DOB), the first national lesbian social and advocacy organization in the U.S. 
(Faderman 1991b; Shugar 1995). DOB originally took on the assimilationist, conservative 
orientations of the homophile movement, but in the 1960s, reacting to the resurgence of 
feminism, the success of other progressive liberation movements, and a handful of radical 
feminists who put pressure on the leadership (Echols 1989: 211-213), DOB took on a 
decidely more activist, liberatory stance. 
By the end of the 1960s, the rebirth of feminism (Shugar 1995) and the Stonewall 
Revolt of 1969 (D'Emilio 1983) radicalized many inside and outside of the homophile 
movement into militant activists of gay and lesbian liberation and women's liberation. But 
political and ideological tensions between gay men and lesbians in mixed activist groups 
surfaced early (D'Emilio 1983), as did tensions that arose in feminist groups (Echols 1989; 
Shugar 1995), encouraging many lesbians to leave and to form their own lesbian-focused 
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organizations, institutions, and communities, a trend that continues today in most grassroots 
queer organizations (Sommella 1997). Utilizing organizational niche theory, it seems likely 
to suggest that gay men and lesbians partitioned the niche (Gray and Lowery 1996) they 
shared so briefly, so that gay men controlled public spaces such as gay bars and most gay 
political organizations, while lesbians controlled cultural spaces such as music festivals, 
bookstores, and music distribution networks. Niche theory would predict that this 
partitioning of their common niche would eventually result in the gay movement and the 
lesbian movement developing along quite different paths (Gray and Lowery 1996), and 
indeed, that is what has occurred. 
The external environment of the late 1960s to mid-1970s, with its revolutionary 
feminism and gay liberation, was a very different environment than that within which the 
lesbian homophile communities had established a presence. And lesbian communities reacted 
to these changes by quickly reconfiguring their membership and politics. The first conscious 
articulation of a separatist radical lesbian feminism originated in 1971 in Washington, D.C. 
(Echols 1989), and lesbian feminist ideas and practices spread quickly to other urban areas, 
suburbs, small towns, and rural areas as self-consciously political lesbian communities 
formed across the U.S. (Ponse [1978] 1998). By the middle of the 1970s, and continuing 
through the late 1980s, hundreds of women-identified political collectives, festivals, art 
shows, writing groups, women's centers, housing cooperatives, bookstores, music 
distributors, publishers, periodicals, and other cultural and political organizations spread 
across the country (Faderman 1991b; Shugar 1995; Taylor and Whittier 1992). Waves of 
young women who embraced the new ideas of lesbian feminism and lesbian separatism 
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migrated to progressive urban areas to take part in the developing women-identified culture 
(Rudy 2001). 
In 1971, lesbian feminism converged with ideas from the hippie back-to-the-land and 
other social movements to create the lesbian land movement (Bell and Valentine 1995; 
Cheney 1985; Lord and Zajicek n.d.; Lord and Reid 1995; McCarthy 2000; Sachs 1996; 
Sandilands 2002; Sprecher 1997; Summerhawk and Gagehabib 2000). The lesbian land 
movement was born immediately following the revolutionary moment when lesbian 
feminism was first articulated by urban lesbians, and can be seen as an adaptive response to 
the hostility and discrimination foisted upon the early activist communities by several 
constituents in the urban environment. First, heterosexual radical feminists in the women's 
liberation movement criticized lesbian feminists as aping men and being counter­
revolutionary (Echols 1989). Second, gay male politicos dominated gay liberation movement 
meetings and pressured lesbians to fulfill traditional, subservient, feminine roles such as 
making copies or typing minutes (D'Emilio 1983); other male-dominated liberation and 
revolutionary movement communities, such as the Black Panthers and the Weathermen, 
purged lesbians from their ranks and accused them of trying to convert wives to lesbianism 
(Echols 1989). These environmental pressures encouraged many urban radical lesbian 
feminists to leave the urban environment and to create a new niche in rural areas that was 
untainted by these types of competitive pressures. The lesbian land movement was originally 
called the women's land movement to emphasize movement goals of opening access to land 
for all women (Cheney 1985; Sandilands 2002), and reveals the movement's roots in the 
radical feminist urban communities. Since the mid-1990s, as my research reveals, most 
participants now prefer the term landdyke movement. 
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The lesbian land movement, a.k.a. the landdyke movement, is yet another niche 
created by women who seek to infuse their political values and their sexuality into their 
everyday, lived realities. Like their historical sisters, landdykes seek to carve out physical, 
emotional, ideological, and economic space within which they can create community with 
like-minded others and live life on their own terms. In the next section, I describe the 
methodology for my study before turning to an analysis of the niches offered to activists by 
the contemporary U.S. lesbian land movement. 
Methodology and Sample 
This study of the lesbian land movement in the U.S. is based on semi-structured 
interviews with 32 participants in the movement, including several who are key informants in 
organizations that serve the movement. Participants were drawn from a modified snowball 
sample that was stratified in order to obtain geographic and demographic diversity among 
respondents. Six interviews were conducted face-to-face, 25 were conducted by phone, and 
one respondent conducted her own interview using a printed copy of the interview schedule 
in order to compensate for her deafness. Most of the interviews were approximately two 
hours in length, while several interviews lasted four to six hours and were conducted as a 
series. With permission of the respondents, the interviews were tape-recorded. The taped 
interviews were then transcribed into digital form and entered into N-VIVO™ for ease in 
coding and file management. 
The process of analyzing the data began with open coding by hand on printed copies 
of the transcripts. The open coding process was followed by focused coding, using N-
VIVO™, as I began developing analytical and theoretical possibilities. Throughout the latter 
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stages of the interview process I utilized member checking and discussion of my developing 
analytical concepts with interviewees as a method of triangulation. 
Characteristics of the sample 
The respondents range in age from 39 to 77, with a mean age of 55. More than half 
identify as being raised working class (56%), one third identify as being raised middle or 
upper middle class (35%), and three identify as being raised poor (9%). Reflecting the ethnic 
homogeneity of the U.S. lesbian land movement, almost all of the respondents identify as 
Euro-American. Two of the women report being bi-ethnic, with both identifying as Euro-
American and American Indian (6%). 
Several of the 32 respondents have disabilities and/or chronic illnesses. As mentioned 
previously, one respondent is deaf. Three are cancer survivors (9%). Four mention having 
experienced symptoms of depression and having utilized conventional treatment (13%), 
while at least two others experienced depression and utilized herbal, spiritual, or other 
alternative treatments (6%). One interviewee has Type I diabetes. Nearly one third of 
respondents report having age-related health difficulties like high blood pressure, 
osteoporosis, joint pain, arthritis, and memory lapse (31%). A discussion of participants' 
disabilities and chronic illnesses is important to the study of the lesbian land movement for at 
least five reasons. First, issues of disability and chronic illness are usually relegated to the 
margins in social science literature, rendering people who have disabilities or chronic illness 
exceptional or invisible; I seek to derail this trend. Second, the interviews revealed that 
discussion of disability and illness within the women's land movement is considered to be 
increasingly important for both ideological and practical reasons. Third, issues of disability 
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and ableism in the movement reveal pivotal contradictions in landdyke ideologies (Sprecher 
1997). Fourth, because the sample consists largely of lesbians who are mid-life or older, age-
related and other disabilities and chronic illnesses very much affect social movement praxis 
and community life (Sandilands 2002). And finally, most of the respondents report having 
inadequate or no health insurance. This means that experiencing disability or illness is a 
financially stressful, ongoing problem for both respondents and their social movement 
community, and thus has the potential deeply to affect the land-based communities' survival. 
Nestled into Niches: 
Discussion of the Findings 
Although lesbian communities in the past have created niches for themselves to exist 
within hostile ideological climates, landdykes have created niches in spaces that are 
characterized by severe infrastructural and environmental challenges as well. Many of the 
respondents for this study describe their life on lesbian land as struggling against multiple 
natural forces: blizzards, drought, floods, severe heat, deadening cold. Most people outside of 
the movement would think that the typical landdyke housing is inadequate, or marginal at 
best: decaying farmhouses, barely-converted livestock outbuildings, tents, school buses on 
cement blocks, tipis, ramshackle shacks, roughshod shelters made of strawbales and tarps, 
renovated log cabins, owner-built adobe shelters, shabby mobile homes. Many landdyke 
communities compete with local flora and fauna: poison ivy, stinging bugs, poisonous 
snakes, bears, wolves, raccoons, and other wild critters both inside and outside of dwellings. 
The infrastructure on most landdyke communities is poorly developed: truck-eating mud pits 
masquerading as driveways, lack of septic systems, water shortages because of well 
problems. There is pervasive conflict: perpetual interpersonal conflict with others on the 
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land, and the occasional dangerous encounter with armed, hostile men. Some landdykes 
experience acute loneliness and isolation, and for some, deep despair and debilitating 
depression is the result. Most communities are located in areas that lack jobs and economic 
opportunities, causing significant economic deprivation. Because of the myriad problems and 
challenges participants in the lesbian land movement face, a perplexing question arises: why 
do they do it? 
The answer to this question is that the landdyke movement and its associated 
movement communities offer niches for experiences that are not available elsewhere in U.S. 
society. Perhaps only within the landdyke movement, only on lesbian land, can participants 
engage in an emotional and spiritual relationship with land, create community with other 
land-minded lesbians, experience personal transformation, live deeply-held values, and 
practice a heady form of personal and bodily freedom. In the following section, I describe 
how the lesbian land movement is a niche within which these types of experiences are 
available for individual participants. 
Relationships with land 
One of the most fundamental niches the landdyke movement has created out of its 
environment and which it provides to participants is the land itself, where still other niches 
can be created. In the movement, individual access to land and housing differs according to 
the organizational structure of the particular settlements. Some settlements in the movement, 
for example, are privately owned by one woman or by a couple, while other settlements are 
owned collectively by several women. Other lands, known as open women's lands (Cheney 
1985), are open for any woman to visit or to squat, while land trusts are a more recent 
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experimentation in landholding and usually convey only lifetime rights to a specific part of 
the land with several covenants that must be followed. 
No matter how a particular settlement is organized, all of these types of relationships 
to land are comparatively new for most women, as most women did not have legal ownership 
and ready access to land. Not until the late 19th century did most states grant married women 
the right to own property separately from their husbands (Kraus 1998), and custom prevented 
women's ownership and control of land until well into the 20th century. Joint ownership of 
land, i.e. husband and wife owning land together, only appeared as a custom during the latter 
part of the 20th century. Even when women were joint owners with their husbands, legally, 
the land was usually classified as owned by the man as late as the 1950s and 1960s, and laws 
and customs turned to the man as the locus of control, even when the wife's name was also 
on the deed (Effland et al. 1993). Thus, until the birth of the lesbian land movement niche in 
the early 1970s, comparatively few women owned land in the U.S., and even fewer actually 
had control over the land they owned. Although indigenous American women in tribes that 
gardened controlled communal land (Healey 1998: 304-305), after European conquest of the 
American continent and institution of the concepts of private property and land as a 
commodity (Cheney 1985), few women had access to land. Indeed, prior to the mid-to-late 
1800s, across the U.S. all states and most colonies had laws to prohibit women from having 
any rights to personal or real property (Kraus 1998). Even after state laws that forbade or 
limited women's control of real property were abolished, gender, racial/ethnic, and economic 
oppression have continued to limit women's access to land (Sachs 1996). In the 1970s, the 
U.S. women's land movement was revolutionary in establishing access to land for women, 
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and the tenet that women have access to real property was fundamental to the movement 
from this first moment of quickening (Cheney 1985). 
For most participants in this study, the niche occupied by the lesbian land movement 
offered them their only real possibility of having access to land. With land prices being so 
steep in most areas, even the women in the study who were raised middle class had difficulty 
purchasing land before their involvement with the movement, as this participant recalls: 
[My lover] and I were really lucky because her grandmother had just died and 
left behind 60 acres with a 100-year old log cabin and a barn on it. Since her 
family lived in [another state], we were able to move there... When we started 
to look around for our own place to buy, though, we really had sticker shock! 
[laughs] I mean, places that were just crappy with no house, no well, no 
nothing were going for over two grand an acre! [laughs] Jeez, between us we 
were only bringing home about three hundred a week and that was considered 
good pay back then [in the early 1970s], 
—Respondent #18 
Others in the study who were raised poor or working class describe the class-based 
impossibility of having land before the movement: "I never had any money. So it just didn't 
really seem possible or feasible or even realistic. If you don't have any money, and you're a 
poor dyke, what you do is live in the city so you can get work," [Respondent #27]. This 
respondent goes on to recount how she joined a women's land community that is organized 
as a land trust. With only a minimal buy-in fee of $3000, payable over a period of years, and 
with a housing loan from the community's board of directors, she was able to purchase a 
mobile home and to carve out a niche for herself on women's land. The community provided 
most of the other infrastructural necessities that she needed, including access to a spring for 
water, electricity, and a septic system. The organization of this particular land stipulates that 
if a woman rents one of the houses on the land, up to $50 of the monthly rent can be set aside 
into a trust that can be applied to the buy-in fee. Another women's land community offers 
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memberships for an initial fee of $5000, paid over time, and then exclusive use of five acres 
of land: "If you wanted to buy land, you could buy land by paying $50 or $60 a month," 
[Respondent #13]. These types of innovative financial mechanisms, common among the 
women's land settlements in the movement, successfully open up access to land for many 
raised-poor, working class, and other women who do not have access to the large, lump sums 
of money usually required in order to control land. 
Once a woman gains access to land through occupying a place within the movement's 
niche, she then has an opportunity that is becoming increasingly rare in U.S. society: the 
chance to establish a close emotional connection to the land. This emotional connection to 
land is mentioned in nearly every interview, and women often became tearful as they 
described the evolution of their feelings about their land. The following respondent details 
how her emotional connection to the land grew separately from her connections with the 
other women who shared the land upon which she and others have built community. This 
particular quote comes as she is describing how she felt while she was building a house for 
someone else on the land, and before she built her own home there: 
I was in the business of building houses at that time and so, anyway, I felt that 
when I was going to work every day, every day, every day, and so all of a 
sudden it hit me! This is what she's talking about when they're saying, 'oh, I 
love going to the land and how wonderful I feel.' Well, I hadn't an affinity for 
this particular land... I didn't hang out with the women on this particular land, 
but I just felt, all of a sudden, you know, going out to the river valley and it's 
this beautiful land that we have there. And it was... just... [voice choked] It 
just had a real effect on me. And I thought, all of a sudden, it hit me: this is 
what the women were talking about that they had such a wonderful feeling 
about going to the land. 
—Respondent #13 
This respondent later says that she believes she has developed a "real heart connection to the 
land." Indeed, based on this study, it may well be that the close emotional connection to the 
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land is a primary basis upon which the movement is built, as this study participant implies: "I 
certainly love the land. That's probably what started it all," [Respondent #27]. 
Many of the respondents detail how women's land movement niche has transformed 
their connection with the natural world. In a world that is increasingly paved, manicured, 
fenced, plowed, and bulldozed, most urban people, and many rural folks, no longer are able 
to sustain an authentic connection with the natural world. But the landdyke movement 
encourages connection with the natural world, and for many respondents, this close 
connection with the weather, and with the flora and fauna, are what brings them their greatest 
joys, as this woman explains when asked to describe her greatest joys: 
I think when I was living in the school bus, seeing the moon, seeing the sun, seeing 
the morning, seeing the night, seeing the sun move. The whole time I'm here inside of 
the bus, seeing what's going on outside... The spider that has its web outside the 
window, the wasp that always builds a nest in the same place, the birds that come to 
visit. Being able to constantly see that while I'm inside. The inside and the outside are 
so connected, I think that is the very best thing that, to me, is the very best way to live 
my life, where inside and outside are constantly connected and I'm just flowing inside 
and outside and sustaining my own life with that element... The wood that I chop, the 
food that I cook, the joy and the spirituality that I think that is right in front of my 
nose when I'm living in the natural world: that is what life is all about for me. 
—Respondent #17 
About one third of the respondents discuss how their emotional connection to the land 
also includes a spiritual component, as the woman above hints. As one woman says: 
I think that it's sort of my sense of spirituality that's in the land... It's 
more... um... I think... I think that the sense of everything being connected 
somehow is a big spiritual rush. You know, the sense of unity or 
connectedness. And when I'm out here, or any place in nature, is when I 
tend to feel that on a real visceral level. Like... this is awe... really alive and 
filled with God or whatever, however you want to say it. 
—Respondent #08 
This participant then goes on to recount an incident when she actually heard a voice that 
seemingly emanated from the land: "I had one saying that there was a gift for me, and I kept 
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looking around, and it was a special rock, which I still have. And I've used it. It just has... 
uh... some sort of symbolic connection." 
This particular respondent is not unique among the study participants in detailing 
moments when the land seemed quite literally to speak to them. Another woman interprets a 
series of moments when the land seemed to speak to her as spiritual events: 
I have had several occasions when a voice comes to me, very very clearly, just 
like you're talking to me, saying, 'now, look down at the ground and be 
willing to pick up the first thing you see.' And it's always an arrowhead, or a 
pressure flake, and once it was a scraping tool, or some other kind of tool that 
the people who used to live on this land had left... And then once when I was 
down at, my neighbors' family were enslaved here, and there's still an old 
slave cabin here. And once when I was down there, I could hear little children 
laughing just on the other side of the chimney... [Interviewer: What do you 
think about the voices?] Well, at first I didn't know what to make of them. But 
now I believe they are the residual energy of the people who came before and 
it feels like a spiritual thing to me. I mean, they loved this land, and I love this 
land, and so it's like a connection across the ages. 
—Respondent #18 
As this woman's story illustrates, the lesbian land movement has created more than just mere 
access to land for women, although this alone is fundamental, even revolutionary. The 
movement has also created a niche for women to develop close emotional ties to land, and to 
experience deep spiritual connections to land. Movement publications romanticize and 
encourage the development of emotional and spiritual connections to land, often finding 
parallels with Native American spirituality and beliefs about land, which function to 
legitimate these types of connections for movement participants. 
Relationships with others 
The lesbian land movement also offers participants a niche within which to develop 
close personal relationships and sense of community with like-minded others. There are 
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several characteristics of the movement and its environment that encourage this. These 
include: spatial isolation of most lands in remote rural areas; lack of close relationships with 
rural neighbors who are external to the land; sense of camaraderie originating from joint 
participation in the movement and shared values; and surviving together in a more-or-less 
harsh environment. There is also the sense that landdykes have more in common with other 
lesbians on land, even if the relationships are strained and conflict-ridden, than they share 
with lesbians who live in urban areas, as this respondent explains: 
I'm so far from everything, but that's the only drawback that I can see. I 
mean, we share so much of the same values and understanding that it's just 
wonderful. I mean, a lot of times with the lesbians in the city I have a whole 
lot in common with them in being a lesbian and everything, but they don't 
have a clue about what it's like to be on land. 
—Respondent # 12 
For many respondents, it is the sense of community with like-minded others that is the 
primary motivating factor for their involvement in the lesbian land movement: "I did move 
down here to be part of the community. That was my original intent on coming back and 
moving back, to be part of the community," [Respondent #09]. 
Other respondents speak about how the lesbian land movement offers a niche for 
forming relationships with other women who experience joy and pleasure, pain and sorrow, 
in the same way they, themselves do: "Just the beauty of the land itself and being around 
other women who see that beauty, who really get off on talking about some sort of neat 
flower that's come up or the deer that ran across right in front of the road, you know," 
[Respondent #27]. 
As the characteristics of the study's sample underscore, long-term participants in the 
lesbian land movement are aging, and there seems to be what one respondent calls the 
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"missing generation," or women who are in their 20s and 30s. Although most of the women 
in the study reveal that they have made few viable plans for their elderly years, due in large 
measure to the dearth of economic options that have been open to them and to internalized 
notions of the low value placed on elderly people in U.S. society, a couple of respondents are 
relying upon the strong interpersonal bonds and sense of community within the landdyke 
movement as their primary method of coping with the exigencies of old age. For example, 
this respondent, who is now semi-retired, discusses how she envisions her old age on the 
land: 
As a lesbian woman, you know, you want to be around other lesbians and it 
just seemed like a neat thing to do, to grow old with like-minded people and 
you sort of... It wouldn't be like a commune because we all have our 
separate places and everything, but we live by each other and help each 
other out. It just seemed like a neat idea. 
—Respondent #13 
Over the last seven years, another vehicle for nurturing interpersonal relationships 
and community across the entire landdyke movement has developed: the annual Landdyke 
Gatherings. The Gatherings are annual, week-long events when landdykes from the U.S., 
Canada, and occasionally other countries as well, gather at a chosen women's land 
community. According to the participants in this study, the Gatherings have proven to be 
excellent niches for the transmittal of news and information about the movement, renewing 
and beginning friendships and romantic relationships, developing landdyke ideology and 
belief systems, solidifying the landdyke collective identity, and offering space for rituals and 
other symbolic expressions of community. Because the Gatherings draw both radical 
movement activists and those who are more conservative in their outlook, and because both 
new activists and long-term activists attend the event, new ideas are infused into the 
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movement, and old ideas challenged. One change brought about by the annual Gatherings is 
the broadening of the movement's ideologies and practices. It seems likely to suggest that as 
a result of the Gatherings and the close interpersonal relationships nurtured there the 
movement has become more generalist in its outlook, and thus more likely to survive 
dramatic environmental changes (Dimmick 1997; Freeman and Hannan 1983; Li 2001). 
Personal transformation processes 
In a society that only recently has begun to encourage girls to play sports and to 
develop their muscles, the landdyke movement offers a niche where women can not only 
develop their bodies, but engage in other personal transformation processes as well. Chief 
among these transformation processes is the development of skills historically forbidden to 
women and girls. For example, one respondent, now in her 60s, who moved from a city to 
lesbian land over thirty years ago, taught herself multiple rural survival skills, none of which 
she knew before moving to the country, and many of which were discouraged in females. 
These skills include: chainsaw operation; tree felling; wood heating and cooking techniques; 
organic gardening; log building; rough and finish carpentry; plumbing; maintenance of a 
spring and well; small engine repair and maintenance; canning and preserving foods; 
composting techniques; small livestock care; and incubating eggs and raising chicks, among 
other skills. None of these skills would she have been able to learn while living in town, and 
none of these skills was she taught while she was growing up. She says that it was the land 
movement that provided her with a niche in which to learn new skills: "That's another aspect 
of the freedom, you know. If I wanted to try something, I could," [Respondent #26]. 
Another respondent details the difficulty of her early years on the land, when she 
would attempt to learn new skills and encounter ridicule and belittlement from men: "Yeah, 
like when I'd go to buy stuff from the hardware store, and the guys would say, 'oh, show her 
where the pink hammers are,' and stuff, you know," [Respondents #22]. Yet this woman 
persisted in her quest to learn new rural self-sufficiency skills, and thirty years later recalls 
with some degree of satisfaction: "Now they don't bug me because they know I know what 
I'm doing. And I do know what I'm doing [her emphasis]." She describes her learning 
process: 
We didn't know how to do squat when we moved out here, but you learn by 
doing. And a huge resource that we used was the Foxfire books, especially 
that first one. It had everything we needed to know. And then, a lot of times, 
we would just kind of look at what was there, what existed, and then copy it. 
—Respondent #22 
The land movement offered this woman and her partner an ideological justification to learn 
new skills, and their land offered physical space upon which to try new things. As a result, 
their land now boasts two beautiful, 2-story, owner-built log cabins constructed of trees 
felled on-site, several well-constructed outbuildings, septic systems they built themselves, a 
thriving orchard and berry patch, huge organic gardens, plentiful fresh vegetables, and homes 
for three lesbians, multiple dogs and cats, rabbits raised for meat, and an ever-expanding 
flock of chickens. 
The development of new rural self-sufficiency skills goes beyond merely providing 
housing and other infrastructural support for women in the movement. Participants report 
having a greater sense of positive self-esteem as a result of their development of new skills. 
For example, this woman says that her expanding skills helped her to heal from an ego-
crushing childhood: 
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I try to let that in and nourish me instead of continuing with the damaged 
ego that I grew up with. You know, the little girl that was always second. I 
wasn't in the smartest class, I could never run the fastest. You know, I 
couldn't sing. I couldn't play the guitar. I couldn't dance. But I have built 
my house and it may not be the most gorgeous house in the world, and it 
may be surrounded with mud and piles of debris and it may look like white 
trash, but I don't care. I built it. And I know I can do it. And you know, my 
self-esteem is the better for it. 
—Respondent #14 
Life on the land, and participation in the landdyke movement, also helps movement 
participants to realize and to nurture personal strengths and power, including pressing against 
former boundaries that were limiting: 
For me, it was spiders. Spiders are my main phobia in life. I would rather 
face an entire herd of drunk men with guns in the middle of the woods at 
night than to see a spider in my house! [laughs] But living here, you know, 
there are lots of spiders and bugs and you just have to deal, [laughs] My 
turning point was when I found a huge wood spider in the bathtub. I mean, 
that thing was so big that she wouldn't fit in a mason jar! [laughs] I had to 
face my demons. And so I learned how to translocate spiders myself, and 
although I still shudder and howl when I have to do it, the point is, now I 
can do it [her emphasis]. 
—Respondent #18 
Although arachnophobia and other fears may seem trivial to those who do not suffer from 
them, women are at much greater risk in U.S. society to be socialized into these types of fears 
than men are. One might wonder if U.S. society fosters the exploitation of female fears as a 
method by which women can be controlled and manipulated for the benefit of patriarchy. If 
this is true, then it is no small accomplishment that the lesbian land movement established a 
niche within which women can overcome their limiting fears and recognize their personal 
strengths. The following respondent describes how the movement and her life on lesbian land 
has resulted in not only coming face-to-face with her fears, but the movement has provided 
her with an entirely new paradigm for dealing with perceptions of danger: 
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I've realized the depth of my own strength since I've moved here. I've been 
challenged so much. You know, I was freaked out by ticks when I first, 
actually first got them in [a southeastern state], I'd never seen them before, 
and chiggers too. And I learned to live with them and, like the other day I 
was walking barefoot up to my steps and there was a giant copperhead just 
laying across the step, you know. I couldn't even pass by and I just went, 
'hmmm, what am I going to do here?' And I went and got a bucket and a 
broom and herded it into the bucket and slammed the lid on and drove it 
down the road about five miles and let it loose in an unpopulated area. I give 
shots to my horses, which I never thought I could do. I paid $50 for the vet 
to come out, just to come out this far. Things have really pushed my 
boundaries. I've always kind of identified as a femme, didn't think I could 
do all these things. But I'm tougher than I thought I was. 
Later in the interview, she uses the incident with the copperhead to make an important point: 
Like the snake incident... I think it's connected [with the movement] 
because other women I know have captured snakes. I mean, see, that's like a 
different paradigm about how to deal with danger. Whereas I think in 
mainstream, not mainstream, but on regular everyday land, the thing is to 
kill them. So it's a different approach to deal with things. 
—Respondent #12 
Another respondent describes how she also discovered a new paradigm to deal with 
perceived danger through her life on land. This woman is perhaps typical of others in our 
society because of her socialization into fears of the dark, fears of the wilderness, and fears of 
the creatures harbored by the night. She recounts a traumatic event on her land: 
When I first moved [to the land] I was afraid of the dark. I mean, until I 
moved to the woods I had slept with a light on all the time, [laughs] We 
didn't have electricity at the cabin though, so sleeping with a light on was 
impossible.. ,Uh, and then... Then I was alone for a whole weekend for the 
first time, and I got home from work late at night... I had forgotten my 
flashlight, and, you know, there was no moon, the sky and the earth were 
totally dark, totally dark. And the trek from the truck to the cabin was over 
1/2 mile uphill through the woods. I went up the trail, step by step, feeling 
my way with my hands and feet... I was petrified! Then the wolves started 
howling! A whole pack of wolves were howling, howling, howling, and 
there I was, alone, miles from civilization in the pitch dark, [laughs] And I 
thought, I said, 'if I can live through this, I can live through anything!' 
—Respondent #05 
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The respondent goes on to describe how the events of this night transformed her and 
provided her with a new paradigm with which to deal with danger. She reports that she is no 
longer afraid of the dark, no longer fears wolves or other animals in the wilderness, and no 
longer fears being alone in an unlit cabin in the middle of the woods. Like the respondent 
cited above who learned how to build a log cabin from books, the lesbian who developed the 
skills to operate and maintain a chainsaw, and the woman who discovered a new paradigm 
for dealing with snakes, this woman found life on lesbian land to be a niche for personal 
transformation. One of the important ways the movement constructs this niche is through 
movement participants actively encouraging each other: "Here's the thing about a lesbian 
environment: although this is not always true, it is usually true that lesbians support each 
other in trying new things with their bodies like hammering and toting boards," [Respondent 
#14]. In an environment where images of women relating to each other often stereotype them 
as being competitive over men, engaging in "bitch-fights," gossiping about each other, and 
making snide remarks criticizing other women's dress or appearance, the lesbian land 
movement has accomplished a profoundly revolutionary feat by developing a niche for 
women to encourage each other in their personal transformations. 
Living their politics 
Arguably, nearly all social movements promulgate values and politics by which 
participants seek to live. However, a social movement community such as the landdyke 
movement is in a unique position in that movement participants embody the values and 
politics of the movement through their everyday, lived realities (Anahita 2003a; Anahita 
2003b. Buechler 1990; Staggenborg 1998; Taylor and Whittier 1992). An important role for 
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a social movement community, then, is to provide a venue, a niche, within which movement 
values and politics can be enacted in the small and the everyday. And this is, of course, one 
of the functions of the lesbian land movement. 
One value that the landdyke movement holds dear is simple living. Life on lesbian 
land, supported and encouraged by the politics of the landdyke movement, offers an 
ecological niche where simple living can be accomplished and where participants can exert a 
greater measure of control over their impact on the earth than is possible in most other living 
situations. For example, the following quotation is from a long-time landdyke as she answers 
a question about why she chose to be part of the lesbian land movement: 
I'm trying to live a life that makes some sense in terms of some kind of 
harmony with the environment. And I know it's a compromise, but there's, 
you know, knowing where the water comes from. Knowing where the food 
goes. Having some control over that... You know, I just... I just didn't like 
the way that I had no choice in the city about a lot of things that were, to me, 
personal. About what I'm washing my dishes in and you know, that a flush 
toilet was the only choice. And I didn't think that was right. 
—Respondent #14 
Many other study participants also describe the value of simple living, and how their 
participation in the movement provides a niche for them to live out this value. Another 
respondent views the movement and her land as providing a site for her to live out many 
interrelated values, which she has organized into a holistic politics: 
I didn't want to get involved in this whole rat-race way of life, which, you 
know, making all this money and having to climb up the status ladder and 
all that... I think something about living in a city, too. I wasn't interested in 
that. I knew I didn't want to get married and have children, and there was all 
this hippie stuff going on. It was just the thing, it was the whole peace and 
love energy there. Questioning traditional values. 
—Respondent #22 
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For many in the movement, gardening, especially organically, and raising small 
livestock are prime ways they are able to live out their politics through their lived, everyday 
realities on land. Raising fresh vegetables, recycling food wastes into garden compost, tilling 
their chicken or goat manure into the soil, channeling grey-water to the garden, gathering 
fresh eggs from free-range hens or ducks—all are strategies participants report using to 
engage in the politics of sustainability. One respondent reports abandoning her previously 
vegetarian way of life after moving to lesbian land because even the flesh she eats is 
harvested using sustainable techniques: 
I stopped being a vegetarian out here, which is kind of interesting, because 
in the city, I could only get food that had been confined and the animals had 
been confined or all the bad things they do to them. But when my neighbor 
came by with a fish she caught in the creek here and offered it to me, I 
thought, this is like local, sustainable, non-factory farmed. It just felt right, 
and I started eating some fish. 
—Respondent #12 
Another value that the landdyke movement espouses is that living an engaged life on 
land is a spiritual act. The beliefs and politics of eco-feminism are articulated by many of the 
participants in the movement. The following respondent, while talking about why she chose 
to be part of the women's land movement, discusses how eco-feminism fits into her praxis on 
land and how even her small acts of recycling her wastes have the potential to have global 
consequences: 
When you are respecting the planet you're respecting Mother Earth, you're 
respecting the Mother. And, you know, we're not separate from Her. She 
gave us our bodies and a place for us to do this life. And so, you know, if 
you begin to respect the Earth you begin to respect women, and if you begin 
to respect women then most of the culture you were raised with falls apart. 
—Respondent #14 
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Other parts of this particular interview demonstrate that this respondent sees her small, 
everyday acts on land—showering outside, leaving weeds alone in the garden because they 
are about to bloom, knowing where her excrement goes—as inherently spiritual acts that 
connect her not only with the land, but also with her sense of what is sacred. The lesbian land 
movement provides both the access to land and ideological support for her concept of life on 
land as a spiritual act: it provides a unique niche for her spiritual expression. 
There is evidence of other spiritual traditions in the interviews, as well. Many women 
tell how they have a naturally occurring, special spot on the land, one that seems imbued with 
spiritual significance, where they go to meditate, to pray, to think, to dream, to create ritual. 
Others actively work to create sites of spiritual significance on their land. One woman, for 
example, mowed a giant labyrinth into a grassy hillside, where she and others practice what 
she calls "walking meditation": 
I did a 7-circuit labyrinth, which is the most primitive. They've actually 
found tracings of that path... that 7-circuit path in ancient caves in 
prehistoric times and stuff. And one of, there's a lot of claims made to it, but 
I was attracted to it because I'm very interested in meditation. And I also 
like to move around a lot. And so I got very interested in walking meditation 
and with the labyrinth, you have this. It's just totally symbolic. As you can 
probably guess, I'm really into sort of synchronicity and symbolic stuff. But 
there's the idea that once you trace that pattern on the earth, then an ethereal 
temple forms around it...So it's a focus for my meditation. And then I 
started the meditation group. 
—Respondent #08 
Creating a giant labyrinth on the earth with the expectation than an ethereal temple would 
form around it would probably not be allowed in most suburban neighborhoods in the U.S., 
even if a yard were big enough. This form of spiritual practice would also not be possible in 
congested urban areas where there is little grass to be seen outside of city parks. Thus only 
having free access to lots of land, encouragement and participation by others on the land, 
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combined with the ideological support offered by the movement make such a spiritual 
practice even possible. It seems probable, then, that the lesbian land movement provides a 
niche for spiritual practices and the expression of other deeply-held values that is quite 
unique, and certainly precious for its practitioners. Because religiosity is declining in the 
U.S., the landdyke movement may be adapting to its environment by ideologically justifying 
these alternative spiritual practices. 
Multiple freedoms 
Over and over in the interviews, respondents characterize the lesbian land movement 
as providing a niche for increased personal freedom. These freedoms range from the trivial, 
such as being free to paint an outhouse lavender, to the profound, such as feeling freedom 
from the risk of rape and other forms of violence targeting females. The lesbian land 
movement has reacted to the contemporary social environment where women are routinely 
victimized by sexual harassment, rape, domestic violence, childhood incest, and street 
harassment by being a niche where participants can experience multiple forms of freedom 
not allowed to them elsewhere. 
One of the most popular freedoms on women's land is the freedom to go topless or 
even nude. There are very few public sites in the U.S. where women can be naked without 
experiencing legal and/or sexual harassment, or, at the very least, objectification. But lesbian 
land provides the site, and the movement provides the ideology and the politics to sustain the 
practice, as this study participant, interviewed in late July, details: 
I haven't had a shirt on all day today. I've been working... and I'm walking 
around barefoot with no top on, wandering around in my front yard. You 
know, you just don't get to do that too many places! [laughs] And it was hot 
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today! It's been hot here, too hot. This land gives me personal freedoms as a 
woman that you just don't find other places." 
—Respondent #27 
For women who exist in a culture that sexualizes, penalizes, and even criminalizes the 
exposure of breasts, the ability to shed shirts when working outside in extremely hot weather 
is a freedom that is impossible to experience anywhere but on privately-owned land. But 
even privately-owned land provides no guarantee to this freedom; it is the ideologies and 
politics of the lesbian land movement that legitimate this freedom as one that should be a 
fundamental right for women. One of the aspects of this fundamental right is the right to be 
free from the male gaze. In one interview, the respondent was asked, "What is it about 
women's land that makes you feel more free?" Her response reveals the connections between 
women's sense of freedom and their sense of being watched and objectified: 
Well, I think... there's no men watching you. I think women are very 
inhibited by... um, you know, being treated like an object for generations. 
That's sort of in our genes, and so suddenly you're just totally subjective. 
Nobody is making an object out of you [here]. 
—Respondent #08 
As this woman's words elaborate, for many women who were interviewed, the act of taking 
off their shirts on women's land is not done just to be more comfortable in hot weather. The 
act has incubated an even more profound sense of freedom, as the following woman, a 
survivor of childhood incest, reveals: 
Before that time, I had never been comfortable even with my own body, let 
alone taking my shirt off. And all of that were things that I learned on the 
land and living on the land... The real joy for me is being able to get in 
touch with myself and with the land and with... It really connected me with 
my body. And maybe again, that was just something that because of the 
work that I was doing, and starting to use my body for physical work and 
log building, that just all came together for me. And it still is very much a 
freedom that I don't think I feel other places. 
—Respondent #05 
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A couple of interviewees intimate that the practice of women going topless on women's land 
not only has the potential to transform the lives of individuals, such as the woman quoted 
above, but also has global revolutionary possibilities: 
Of course, it's more than just taking off your shirt. Because in our culture, 
it's against the law in 49 out of 50 states as far as I know for women to have 
their shirts off in public, so in a sense, we're all kind of revolutionaries on 
women's land. But it's the only safe place for us to do it. And it's more than 
just breaking state or federal laws, it's more... it's a challenge to patriarchal 
authority over women's bodies. 
—Respondent #18 
For the respondents, the freedom to be nude and at the same time to be safe depends 
on the niche provided by the lesbian land movement. The freedom depends on the movement 
to provide a political basis for women's nudity as a fundamental right, instead of being a 
sexual or illegal act. In other words, outside of women's land, women who are nude tend to 
worry about their safety, not to mention the fact that in most contexts they are committing an 
illegal act. But on the land, nestled within the niche provided by the movement, a naked 
woman has the freedom to "not even think about it," as this respondent relays: 
It's freeing... and that would be the women's space aspect of it, as far as the 
other women and stuff. There's a sense of... we're really free here and at 
peace. You can be naked and not even think about it. You can leave your 
door open and not even think about it. 
—Respondent #01 
Besides being free to be naked, and all of the other freedoms such a fundamental 
freedom leads to, respondents report a general sense of freedom on the land: "We have the 
freedom to create our own life here," [Respondent #08]. As the words of this and the other 
respondents illustrate, the niche provided by the landdyke movement allows women to create 
their own lives. Because the U.S. environment is not yet a post-patriarchal one, a movement 
whose politics and praxis legitimates the right for women to possess the freedom to create 
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their own lives might pose a threat to the established order. Perhaps this possibility provides 
a resounding answer to the perplexing question: despite myriad problems and challenges— 
why do they do it? 
Conclusion 
The lesbian land movement is yet another niche that lesbians have created in order to 
thrive in a culture that at times despises them, at times sexually exploits them, and at times 
ignores them completely. Like other lesbian communities, the landdyke movement 
community provides support and encouragement, ideological basis for praxis, and physical 
and emotional space within which to live, love, and work. And while the landdyke movement 
is similar to other lesbian communities, it is also unique because it is holistic. Few other 
lesbian communities, and few other social movements, absorb their participants' lives as 
completely as does the lesbian land movement. As the respondents for this study illustrate, 
the lesbian land movement provides a niche for total living, as this lesbian expounds: 
I really like that, not worrying about what my clothes looked like, whether I 
had mud stains on my pants or holes in my clothes. I like living like that and 
I love picking food out of the garden and coming in and cooking it, getting 
basil from the garden and fixing pesto for my friends, inviting them over to 
eat the stuff out of the garden. Being able to walk through the woods. Being 
able to sit quiet and just be amazed at how big the bushes have grown since 
I first came and noticing a spider web, this huge spider web that the spider 
has made over night and it's catching the dew in the morning. It's... I think 
it's all about the natural world and just physically being able to sustain 
myself with what I have available here, it's just really the most important 
thing to me, the life I want to live every day. 
—Respondent #17 
This work adds to our understanding of lesbian communities in several ways. First, it 
provides a unique sociological examination of the lesbian land movement and it situates this 
movement within the context of historical lesbian communities. Second, it is, to my 
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knowledge, the first sociological study that takes the entire U.S. landdyke movement under 
consideration instead of focusing on only one region. Third, it situates rural lesbians in the 
center of analysis, instead of treating them parenthetically, as do most studies of lesbians and 
gays that seem to assume anything worth analyzing happens only in urban areas. 
This study also adds to organizational niche theory. First, it expands the concept of 
the theory beyond just formally-organized organizations to look at a social movement 
community. Second, the study illustrates the utility of niche theory outside of traditional 
studies of organizations and big business, and demonstrates how niche theory is applicable 
even to social movements. Third, this work suggests that organizational niche theory has 
significant predictive power, even when analyzing a social entity that is outside its usual 
domain of analysis. The processes of adaptation to the environment, e.g. partitioning, 
competition, and competitive survival, proved to be especially salient concepts for this study. 
There are limitations to this study that must be articulated. Because this research was 
undertaken on a limited budget, only 32 women were interviewed. The findings of this study 
are important enough to necessitate expanding; in short, more movement participants should 
be interviewed in the future. The study also suffers from the silence of young women's 
voices. Although there is significant hand-wringing among the participants in this study 
about the dearth of young women who live on land, many participants say they have met 
young women who want to live on land, that they have met young traveling women who may 
eventually commit to land, or otherwise believe that there are youthful women who will 
become movement participants. If this is true, then a future study needs to include women 
who are in their 20s and 30s to analyze their politics and praxis. 
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This paper has described how the landdyke movement is a niche for many lesbians to 
have experiences that are unavailable to them anywhere outside of the movement. 
Participants are willing to make huge economic sacrifices, to overcome interpersonal conflict 
with others, to face their deepest and darkest fears, and to find ways out of infrastructural 
impossibilities in order to experience the heady liberation possible on women's land. The 
landdyke movement is one of the only ecological niches on earth where movement 
participants can routinely experience emotional and spiritual connections with land, find 
community and connection with other lesbians, engage in profound personal transformations, 
live their values and politics through their everyday acts, and enjoy a sense of freedom and 
safety. Why do they do it? Perhaps these niches provide the answer. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
LANDDYKE TOOLKITS: 
MOVEMENT OBJECTIVES AND EMBODIED ACTIVIST STRATEGIES4 
An article to be submitted to a sociological journal. 
by Sine Anahita 
Abstract 
Using data obtained from interviews with 32 activists, the macro-level objectives of 
the lesbian land movement, also known as the landdyke movement, are analyzed. Also 
analyzed are the strategic tools movement activists utilize in order to accomplish the 
objectives of the movement. It is contended that a social movement community such as the 
landdyke movement achieves its objectives through its participants' everyday lives. This 
concept is labeled "embodied strategies," and is developed throughout the paper. Also 
analyzed is the importance of factors that are external to the movement, as well as factors 
that are internal. 
Introduction 
Social movements utilize a set of strategic tools to achieve movement objectives. In 
this article, I extend existing analyses of social movement strategies and argue that social 
movement communities such as the lesbian land movement achieve the objectives of the 
movement through activists who live the movement's strategies in their everyday lives. I call 
this concept "embodied strategies," and develop it through an analysis of the strategies of the 
4 This article benefited greatly from the comments of several people, including: Mike Bell, Jill Bystydzienski, 
Betty Dobratz, Clare Hinichs, David Schweingruber, Kayt Sunwood, and several respondents for the study. The 
author appreciates their comments and critiques. 
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U.S. lesbian land movement. While I primarily consider macro-level strategies, which are the 
objectives put forth by the overarching social movement, I contend it is through the micro-
level, everyday lived realities of life on lesbian land, that the macro-level strategies are 
enacted. 
I first describe the U.S. lesbian land movement, and then outline a theoretical 
framework by discussing the sociological literature on social movement strategies. A 
discussion of the methodology used for the study follows, including a description of the 
study's sample. I then develop the concept of embodied strategies and apply it to the lesbian 
land movement. I conclude with a discussion of what this study adds to our understanding of 
social movements and activist strategies: I outline limitations to this study, and I suggest 
future avenues of research based on these limitations. 
U.S. Landdyke Movement Community 
A loosely-connected network of rural settlements populated by women, known 
originally as the women's land movement, and later as the lesbian land movement, threads 
throughout the U.S. countryside (Cheney 1985; Ellison 2000; Lord and Zajicek n.d.; Sachs 
1996). The movement originated in the early 1970s through a confluence of feminism, 
environmentalism, communalism and the co-op movement, and the hippie back-to-the-land 
movement (Anahita 2003b). Because of this confluence, the lesbian land movement has 
incorporated many strains of thought and bases much of its praxis on ideas gleaned from 
these four movements. Many of the movement's objectives are based in feminism, especially 
radical feminism, such as its respect for separatism, its gynocentricity, and its critiques of 
patriarchal social relations. Environmentalist concerns, including eco-feminism and the 
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importance of establishing caretaking relationships to land instead of exploitative ones, are 
other elemental concerns for the lesbian land movement (Sandilands 2002). Community 
building and some degree of communalism also are values that are featured prominently in 
the lesbian land movement, revealing its connection with the commune and co-op 
movements of the 1960s. The hippie back-to-the-land movement, especially its anti-
authoritarianism and values of rural self-sufficiency have also contributed richly to the ideals 
of the lesbian land movement. 
More recently, the movement has become known as the landdyke movement. The 
word "landdyke" embodies principles from all four of the social movements that converged 
to form the landdyke movement. For example, "dyke" highlights the fact that it is radical 
feminist lesbians who are the primary participants in the movement. Reclaiming this word 
from its former status as a derogatory epithet for butch lesbians and transforming it into a 
word implying positive values of female strength and defiance also demonstrates that 
movement participants embody the anti-authoritarian values of the hippie back-to-the-land 
movement. "Land" is incorporated in the contemporary name for the movement to emphasize 
that land and its resources are the central sites upon which participants' activism centers. And 
finally, for many activists, including most who were interviewed for this study, the word 
"landdyke" implicitly means a lesbian who values building community with other movement 
participants, although the form of community, and the degree of communalism, varies widely 
among the respondents and within the movement in general. 
There are about 200-220 rural settlements whose members collectively identify 
(Taylor and Whittier 1992) as members of the landdyke movement in the U.S., and perhaps 
half that many scattered across Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, Mexico, and 
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Canada (Bourdeaux 2002). The settlements are concentrated in areas that are isolated and 
have marginally productive land because property tends to be cheap and more readily 
available in these areas. The organizational structures of the settlements vary along a 
continuum that ranges from being held under tight control to being held under loose control. 
For example, a settlement may be privately-owned land held by an individual or a couple, or 
it may be owned collectively by a group of women. It may be organized as a land trust held 
in legal perpetuity, or it may be open women's land, where any female is welcome to squat 
(Cheney 1985). The network of rural settlements is not held together by a common form of 
organizational structure based on modes of landholding so much as it is by the fact that its 
participants identify as members of the landdyke movement, hold its values dear, and work to 
accomplish the movement's objectives through their everyday lives. 
As will be illustrated in this article, unlike many other social movements, the 
landdyke movement deemphasizes large, formal social movement organizations (SMOs) as 
the source of its social movement strategies. It also deemphasizes large SMOs as the means 
to enact strategies. Instead, like some other social movement communities (SMCs) (Buechler 
1990; Staggenborg 1998; Whittier 1995; Whittier 1997), the landdyke movement promotes 
lived politics at the grassroots level within small, face-to-face living collectivities and local 
networks. These small collectivities and local networks function as both the origin of 
strategies for the landdyke movement, as well as the means for enacting those strategies. 
Theoretical Framework: 
Movement Strategies, External Factors, and Internal Factors 
One way to examine social movement strategies is to examine the forces that affect 
their development and implementation. There has been a fruitful discussion of late among 
sociological theorists about whether social movement strategies are more affected by external 
factors or internal factors, and in this section, I follow their example. 
External factors that affect social movement strategies 
McAdam critiques contemporary social movement theory by noting that there has 
been an over-emphasis on the internal ideologies of social movements as a basis for strategy 
creation at the expense of ignoring the fact that social movements often base their strategy on 
external opportunities for action (1982; 1996a; 1996b), exploiting external political resources 
when available (McCarthy and Zald 1977). Many theorists affirm that social movement 
strategies must take the political context of the social movement into consideration (McAdam 
1996a; Meyer and Marullo 1992) as the external environment within which the movement 
exists provides both opportunities as well as limitations (McAdam 1982; McCarthy and Zald 
1977; Shapiro 1985). Indeed, work by Nelson and Johnson documents that the U.S. women's 
movement proactively shifted its objectives and its strategies in response to changes in 
national politics and ideologies, and that in order to continue to be effective, the movement 
must shift its tactics again to survive the 1990s, a decade the authors presciently predicted 
would be increasingly hostile to group claims (1991). 
Internal factors that affect social movement strategies 
Other theorists contend that forces that are internal to social movements play a more 
important role in the development and implementation of social movement strategies. For 
example, in a review of the confrontations at Birmingham, Alabama, during the 1960s civil 
rights movement, Morris argues that too much emphasis has been placed on examining 
external factors that affect social movement strategy, and not enough emphasis on internal 
factors such as a movement's capacity for mobilizing participants and the internal 
organization of a social movement (1993). 
Much work on social movements, especially earlier work that analyzed the turbulent 
1960s, details the role that formal SMOs that are internal to a social movement play in 
creating ideologies, coming up with strategies, and directing social movement activism 
(McCarthy and Zald 1977). Chandler, in his now classic study of industrial organizations, 
theorizes that an organization must match its structure to fit its strategy in order to be 
efficient (Robbins 1990 pp. 126-129). Other scholars have questioned Chandler's strategy-
structure imperative, contending that it is just as likely that strategy is shaped by 
organizational structure as structure is shaped by organizational strategy (Woodman 2002). 
Assuming that theory on industrial organizational strategies can be applicable to social 
movement organizational strategies, Koelges' work on German women's organizations 
confirms Woodman's contention that organizational strategy is shaped by organizational 
structure (1996). According to her work, old school SMOs tend to be both more formally 
organized and traditional as well as to rely on more traditional strategies such as lobbying 
and increasing political participation. In contrast, newer social movement strategies tend to 
prefer the development of organizational structures that are local, autonomous, and small. 
These smaller, more localized, and autonomous organizations tend to engage in strategic 
innovation to a greater degree than the more formally-organized SMOs that are older and 
more traditional. Changes in SMO strategy and organizational structure underscore the fact 
that movements and their strategies are dynamic, not static. Within SMOs, innovations in 
strategies arise, and some become diffused and become institutionalized within a particular 
social movement (Lawson 1983). Some strategies even spill over into other social 
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movements (Meyer and Whittier 1994) that are consanguineous. Analysis of SMOs that are 
internal to a social movement is particularly important for the present study because feminist 
activists are increasingly using formal organizations, such as funding organizations, to 
achieve movement goals (Brilliant 2000). Indeed, even though I argue that the landdyke 
movement deemphasizes the role of formal SMOs, the fact that there is one grantmaking 
organization that serves the movement surfaces again and again as playing an important role 
in the continuance of the landdyke movement in accounts given by the respondents. 
Internal dynamics of gender (Jenness and Broad 1994) and class work to shape social 
movement strategies. Regional dynamics also play a role in the shaping of strategies. For 
example, Weber's dissertation describes how a Third World social movement reconfigured 
frames and strategies developed by First World, middle class activist SMOs in a process that 
was gendered, classed, and region-specific (2002). 
Social movement organizations and social movement communities 
Some theorists criticize the social movement literature and argue that there is too 
much emphasis on social movement organizations as sources of strategy and activism. These 
theorists contend that more attention should be paid to the fact that some social movements 
are best conceived as communities (Buechler 1993; Staggenborg 1998) and thus that for 
some social movements, at least, examining the formal SMOs is not as useful as examining 
the community aspects of movements. For these theorists, a social movement community 
(SMC) is composed of not just the formal organizations of a social movement, but also the 
culture, belief systems, rituals, activist networks, and other aspects of a social movement 
(Buechler 1990; Staggenborg 1998). Whittier, a theorist who works in this vein of analysis, 
believes that change in social movement strategies may be a result of cohort replacement, a 
process that occurs when one political generation in a movement loses its influence, leaves 
the movement due to burnout or other internal factors, and another political generation gains 
influence (Whittier 1995; Whittier 1997). 
My work on the landdyke social movement also deemphasizes the role that formal 
SMOs play and emphasizes the value of examining the movement as a community. One of 
the criticisms made of social movement theory that emphasizes formal SMOs is that 
grassroots activists are rarely credited with doing the important work of creating social 
movement strategies. If individual activists are credited with strategy creation, they tend to 
be characterized as charismatic leaders5 (McAdam 1996a), not everyday activists who labor 
at the grassroots level. My work proposes that factors that are both internal and external to 
the landdyke movement play roles in the shaping of social movement strategy, and that it is 
individual activists, none of whom are charismatic leaders, who both create social movement 
strategies and who deploy these strategies through their everyday lives. 
Methodology and Sample 
This study utilizes a set of semi-structured interviews with 32 participants in the U.S. 
landdyke movement. A stratified snowball technique was used to choose respondents as a 
way to obtain geographic and demographic diversity. Six of the interviews took place face-
to-face, 25 were conducted by phone, and one was self-administered by a lesbian who is deaf 
and who used a tape recorder and a printed copy of the interview protocol. The interviews 
5 Kanter, for example, in her work on 19th century and 1960s communes, argues that the presence of a 
charismatic leader is an important way some communes ensured success and continuity. See: Kanter, Rosabeth 
Moss. 1972. Commitment and Community: Communes and Utopias in Sociological Perspective. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press. 
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were taped, and in accordance with IRB procedures, informed consent was obtained from 
each respondent. 
The interviews were transcribed into digital form, and then entered into N-VIVO™ 
research software in order to manage the data and to aid in analysis. The transcripts were first 
analyzed using a loose, open coding process on printed transcripts. This initial coding was 
followed by focused coding, facilitating the development of analytical categories which were 
further explored using N-VIVO™. 
Characteristics of the sample 
More than half of the sample were raised in a working class household (56%). About 
one third report being raised middle class or upper middle class (35%), while 9% say they 
were raised poor. The sociological class markers of social class, e.g. respondent's attained 
education, income, wealth, and/or employment, or, more pointedly, father's income or 
husband's income, proved not to be appropriate for this sample to determine their current 
social class. Thus the social class in which respondents were raised is more salient. For 
example, although several respondents have advanced degrees, including three who have a 
Ph.D., two who are A.B.D., five who have a master's degree, and seven who have a 
bachelor's degree, only two respondents earn more than $50,000 annually, with the majority 
earning less than $20,000 a year. In addition, none of the respondents is currently married or 
relying on their father for economic support; indeed, using male income as a determinant of 
social class for a lesbian sample is largely useless, especially among a feminist population 
who would rightly criticize the use of such markers as a sexist practice. Most respondents, in 
fact, were unable to identify their current social class, believing themselves to be marginal in 
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terms of income or employment, but wealthy in terms of eating healthy food, having access 
to clean water, living in a safe environment close to loving friends, being surrounded by 
natural beauty, and living in mortgage-free houses on lien-free land. 
The mean age of the respondents is 55. Their ages range from a low of 39 to a high of 
77. Nearly all of the sample identify as Euro-American, with two participants identifying 
their ethnicity as American Indian and Euro-American. Both the age spread and the 
homogenous ethnic composition of the sample matches that of the social movement, which is 
largely white and mostly populated by middle-aged to older women. 
The sample included quite a bit of regional diversity, with respondents currently 
living in 13 states. Several of the respondents report participation in landdyke communities in 
two or more states over the course of their lifetime. Table 1 lists the states in which 
respondents currently live, and also notes the states in which respondents had previously 
lived in landdyke settlements. Several of these states are home to several landdyke 
settlements. Most notably, Arkansas, Florida, Missouri, New Mexico, and Oregon host more 
than five settlements each. Indeed, one respondent for the study reports that Oregon has 
perhaps a dozen landdyke communities along one stretch of interstate highway and anecdotal 
evidence from some respondents suggest that Florida is becoming an increasingly popular 
target area for landdyke land-based retirement communities. A directory that is popular 
within the landdyke movement, known as Shewolf's Directory ofWimmin 's Lands, lists at 
Table 1. Geographic dispersal of respondents 
Respondents currently live in landdyke 
settlements in these states: 
Some respondents also have lived in 
landdyke settlements in these states: 
AL, AR, FL, KY, LA, MO, MN, MS, NC, 
NM, OH, OR, WI 
AK, AZ, CA, IA, MI, NY, VA, WV, WY, & 
3 provinces in Canada 
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least one landdyke settlement in nearly every state in the U.S. (2000), highlighting the 
geographic range of the movement. 
Embodied Social Movement Strategies: 
Discussion of the Findings 
Many social movements achieve their objectives through the strategic actions created 
and initiated by formal social movement organizations. In contrast, social movement 
communities, such as the landdyke movement, utilize the everyday behavior of their 
individual activists to accomplish movement objectives. Landdykes rarely engage in public 
activities initiated by a formal SMO to achieve the aims of their movement. For example, 
while it is true that occasionally landdykes will participate as a cohort in a local gay pride 
festival organized by a formal SMO (Respondent #07), the interviews for this study indicate 
that this type of public display is not usually part of their activist strategy. Instead, landdykes 
live their politics throughout their everyday lives on land, and they quite literally embody the 
strategies of the landdyke movement. This concept of lived politics, which I call embodied 
strategy, underscores the feminist tenet that the personal is political, and serves to link the 
landdyke movement's ideologies even more firmly with those of radical feminism. 
In this section, I discuss the embodied strategies that landdykes utilize, conceiving of 
them as a set of tools. In doing so, I discuss the macro-level objectives of the landdyke 
movement, and describe the micro-level lived strategies activists use to accomplish these 
objectives. As will be demonstrated, landdykes are rational actors in that they are aware of 
the macro-level objectives of the landdyke movement, consciously weigh their strategic 
options, and modify their strategies as necessary. 
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Movement objectives and strategies 
The macro-level objectives of the landdyke movement flow from its ideologies. Thus, 
it is not surprising that the objectives of the movement reflect its ideological origins in the 
four consanguineous movements previously discussed: radical feminism, environmentalism, 
communalism and the co-op movement, and the hippie back-to-the-land movement. Radical 
feminism is evident in the landdyke movement's ideologies of the necessity of opening up 
opportunities for women, eliminating patriarchy, creating women's spirituality and a unique 
lesbian culture, and generally offering lesbians niches within which to thrive (Anahita 
2003b). Environmentalist ideologies highlight the importance of transforming previously 
exploitative relationships with land and natural resources to non-exploitative, caretaking, and 
sustainable relationships (Sandilands 2002). The ideologies of communalism, and the related 
co-op movement, manifest in the landdyke movement as ideals of community, collaboration, 
and cooperation with other like-minded individuals, primarily other rural lesbians. And the 
hippie back-to-the-land movement, with its ideologies of self-sufficiency, rural utopianism, 
and anti-authoritarianism, are recognizable in landdyke movement objectives as community-
based self-sufficiency, creating loving and safe rural land-based communities, and conscious 
work against patriarchy and other authoritarian, hierarchical social structures. As will 
become evident in this discussion, because the ideologies of the four consanguineous 
movements often overlap, the macro-level objectives of the landdyke movement often 
overlap, and one particular objective may serve multiple purposes. What will also become 
clear is that macro-level objectives and the micro-level activist strategies are responsive both 
to factors external to the movement, and to factors that are internal to the movement. Here, 
three macro-level objectives of the landdyke movement will be discussed: 1) providing 
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access to land for women; 2) functioning as a prefigurative community; and 3) acting as an 
archive for skills. 
Providing access to land for women 
One of the most important objectives of the landdyke movement is to provide women 
with readily available access to land (Sandilands 2002). Respondents are quite clear that this 
is one of the primary objectives of the movement, and many of the women interviewed 
believe that this objective serves global interests, as this respondent emphasizes: 
I think the underlying purpose has to do with that whole thing about women 
only owning 1% of the land in the world. That whole UN report that's been 
on postcards and quoted a lot about how much of the world's work gets 
done by women and how, you know, how much money they make and how 
much land women are in control of... The whole fact of life of the world, of 
the women of the world, is that many, many, many women depend 
extremely on the land for their survival, and it's part of the feminist thing 
that we need to have some control over land and what happens to it. That 
land is the vital part, of land and water and air, of what we're doing here on 
Earth. And women are being left out of decision-making about it. And just a 
very small part of a way to make some difference in the world is to get more 
land in the hands of women. 
—Respondent #02 
This woman is convinced that on a global scale, women do not have ready access to land, 
even though the majority of the world's women rely on the land for their survival. United 
Nations statistics have confirmed her analysis since 1975 when the first United Nations 
Conference on Women was held in Mexico City. This respondent also believes, quite 
fervently, that the landdyke movement is serving a global function by putting at least a small 
amount of land into women's hands. 
What landdykes strategically do with the land, how they use their land as a tool by 
which to enact the objectives of the movement varies quite a bit. Some respondents report 
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simply living on the land, as individuals, in couples, as a communally-based collective, or in 
a loosely-arranged neighborhood style. For these women, simply living on lesbian-controlled 
land is part of their social movement strategy as their mere presence on land is achieving this 
particular movement objective. Other women believe this objective of the movement requires 
more active enactment of strategy. For example, one respondent describes a series of 
traumatic events on open women's land where she lived in the 1970s, detailing incidents of 
alcoholism, mental illness, and physical illness of residents and travelers passing through. 
And yet in spite all of the trauma she and her landmates endured during this difficult period, 
her vision of maintaining access to land for women remains strong: "We were dealing with 
all of these difficult women because of our vision, you know, everybody was into healing. 
And we thought we could heal the world," (Respondent #11). 
Still other respondents report establishing ritual space on their land as a strategy to 
achieve the objective of providing access to land for women, and then using the ritual space 
as a tool to accomplish other objectives. Such lands offer sites where women can gather to 
engage in the practices of women's spirituality, an expanding segment of eco-feminism that 
is rooted in paganism and is Earth-centered and women-centered. One respondent, for 
example, describes how she created a massive labyrinth on her community's land by mowing 
maze-like, spiraling patterns in a grassy area. Here, she engages in what she calls "walking 
meditation," either alone or with other women. She very much views her meditation, which 
uses her entire body, as a social movement strategy that is possible only because of her ready 
access to land. Most recently, she and other respondents report using ritual space on land as 
tools for bringing about world peace, as women gather to conduct rituals, meditate, visualize, 
pray, and conduct other activities designed to bring peace to our troubled Earth. 
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Yet another strategic purpose for land is to develop women's retreat centers. One 
woman, who is in her 60s and who invested her life savings along with her energy into land, 
describes the pleasure her form of social movement activism brings to herself and her 
partner: 
We enjoy having women here. We want to have it available for women to 
come out and feel free to be themselves. Some women come for a day, some 
for a weekend, some for a week at a time or even longer. 
—Respondent #24 
This respondent is describing how she and her land partner are creating access to land for 
women who utilize their land as a retreat space. In a later interview, her partner describes 
how they have a set of cabins and other housing for women to use, including a writer's cabin: 
We like seeing how [visitors'] lives are changed or enriched or enhanced by 
being here... Like, for example, a lot of writers come and they feel that [the 
land] is their muse. And women come when they're experiencing difficulties 
and are able to find a new direction for their lives." 
—Respondent #25 
Together, these women have invested their life's energy into maintaining access to land for 
women to use in multiple ways. 
Of course, for most women on the planet, having access to land means being able to 
purchase land. And because comparatively few women have enough financial resources to be 
able to purchase and maintain land, women in the landdyke movement have had to create 
alternative tools to open access to land for women. One strategy landdykes have created is to 
turn to resources that are indigenous within the landdyke movement: 
There were others of us who all got together to form the land trust. We 
figured out the loan pool arrangements and raised money to purchase it from 
the original owners so it would be a women's land trust. And that's when we 
did a lot of work, too, to figure out how to do this land trust. And so that's 
what we did. We paid off the real estate contract with a mortgage, with 
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money loaned from friends. We raised $50,000 in cash and $50,000 in 
loans. 
—Respondent #21 
The women involved in this southwestern land group created a loan pool by turning to 
women who were committed to the women's land movement, and also were instrumental in 
promoting the strategy of deeding the land as a land trust as a strategy to create access for 
women in perpetuity. This land group, like many others, also utilized one of the few formal 
organizations that serves the movement: Lesbian Natural Resources (LNR). LNR, founded in 
1991, provides grant money for the creation of lesbian land-based communities and other 
activities on lesbian land. The grants, which range in size from just a few hundred dollars up 
to $15,000 in start-up funds for new lesbian communities, have opened access to land for 
women who would have been unable to obtain access in any other way, as this respondent 
emphasizes: "We couldn't have done it without the LNR money. We just couldn't have," 
(Respondent #21). 
Functioning as a prefigurative community 
Another objective of the landdyke movement is to establish settlements that act as 
prefigurative communities. A prefigurative community is one that acts as a role model for the 
type of community activists desire and toward which they are working (Breines 1982; Eder et 
al. 1995). Landdykes accomplish this objective by establishing land-based communities and 
experimenting with multiple new forms (Hoagland 1988) which include: new forms of 
personal relationships, organizational structures, decision-making practices, housing styles, 
energy sources, gardening techniques, ways of obtaining money, healing and health care 
practices, and other new forms. In the process of experimenting with new forms, participants 
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in the landdyke movement model the type of community they seek to establish, as this 
respondent notes: 
I think there's a big strong desire to create an alternative to the choices that 
patriarchy offers women and lesbians and therefore to get in a place where 
the kind of lifestyles that we live are more self-sufficient and away from the 
need to go into corporate life or academia or any of that stuff. 
—Respondent #02 
Another respondent, when asked why she originally began living on land with other lesbians, 
also notes the importance of creating alternatives: "It was a way of affirming our own views. 
Not only getting away from the dominant culture, but creating our own," (Respondent #04). 
For this respondent, the objectives of the landdyke movement go beyond simply offering 
alternatives, but also entail creating a unique, landdyke culture, and one that functions as a 
prefigurative community. 
This respondent describes in more detail just what a prefigurative community based 
on landdyke ideals would look like, as well as what it would reject: 
I think that in large part why I want to create women's community on the 
land, I see it as a way to live in the natural world, to be in touch with my 
natural surroundings every day and supporting my life in the way of food 
and shelter and just being around women, of course. And so I see it as a 
spiritual, a economic, joyful way to live to bring women together in, in the 
natural world and support our lives. I see that as a way that I want to live. I 
don't want to live, I don't want to go to the city and get some job that 
doesn't make any sense to make money and then come home and watch TV 
and get ready to go to bed and then do the next thing the next morning. So I 
don't see that as a life for me. 
—Respondent #17 
For some women, the need to work towards establishing a prefigurative community 
came about as a result of a painful event that was transformative. One respondent, for 
example, describes a heart-wrenching moment when she and her future land partner 
witnessed violence between lesbians: 
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We got ready to leave [the gay bar] that night and as we walked outside 
there was two lesbians fighting, fist fighting and one of the lesbians had a 
bloody nose and I mean it was just like oh... I can't stand this. I absolutely 
can't stand seeing sisters fighting, fist-fighting, beating on each other all the 
time acting like men, you know, over women and there's no other role 
model for this behavior, this is just like... God this is awful. And so I said, 
'you know, we've got to do something, we've got to do something.' And it 
was at that moment of awakening for both of us of something had to be 
done. 
—Respondent #10 
This respondent attributes the violence she witnessed as a fight between two butch lesbians 
over who would have access to a femme lesbian. In the interview, she sees the violence as 
stemming not only from the overuse of alcohol, but also from the fact that the women had 
internalized patriarchal norms of lesbian masculinity that advocated violence as a solution to 
interpersonal conflict. This event was transformative in that it instigated her and her partner's 
desire to create a prefigurative community, and one that models alternative tools to use to 
solve conflict, alternative ways for lesbians to manifest and to display gender, and alternative 
lesbian identities free of the use of alcohol and other substances. 
Part of the prefigurative community landdykes visualize is the creation of different 
relationships with land. Instead of Western relationships with land that are colonial in nature, 
which stress capitalist notions of ownership and control over land and its resources, and view 
land as a commodity, many respondents indicate they desire to establish communities on land 
that embody post-colonial, or perhaps pre-colonial, values. The following respondent is 
describing the early discussions she and other landdykes had when the movement was just 
beginning to blossom: 
One of the ideas, the concept that I put forth was the concept that we don't 
own the land. It's kind of a Native American type of belief that we, as 
humans, that was my perspective on it, we don't own the land. 
—Respondent #19 
If one of the objectives of the landdyke movement is to establish prefigurative 
communities, then the strategies activists take to realize this objective is to live their 
everyday lives modeling the behaviors and attitudes they wish to institute, within the 
structures and environments they want to establish. They do so by embodying their strategies 
in their everyday lives in lesbian land-based communities. 
Acting as an archive for skills 
A third objective of the landdyke movement is for the land-based communities to act 
as skills archives where traditional and newly-developed rural self-sufficiency skills, 
interpersonal skills, healing skills, and other skills-based tools necessary to accomplish the 
objectives of the movement may be accumulated and maintained. For many activists who 
joined the movement in the 1970s during the Cold War, rural lesbian settlements are seen as 
sites where skills can be developed and maintained that would support women in case of 
civic disorder resulting from economic collapse, environmental destruction, and/or global 
war. For example, one respondent who vividly remembers "those stupid 'duck and cover' 
drills" from the 1950s, recounts the function of lesbian land communities as skills archives: 
One of the things that I became really obsessed with was the loss of rural 
survival skills. And not just rural survival skills, but the kind of skills it 
takes to homestead, to provide everything we need from the land. It was 
important for me to learn those, to preserve those skills and to pass them on 
to other women. 
—Respondent #18 
Like other participants in the movement, this respondent describes how her land 
accomplishes the movement objective of being a skills archive through the strategy of 
organizing weekend workshops where important skills can be shared. Another respondent 
details how she did a series of videotapes to demonstrate certain skills: "I've done a bit of 
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videotape for women, showing how to do some things. Like I have this video that I did on 
how to roof and how to make shakes [wooden shingles] and how women could do all those 
things," (Respondent #05). 
Some land communities have applied for, and received, tax exempt status as not-for-
profit organizations so that they can offer educational activities to teach the skills necessary 
for a life on land. Thus some lands are using existing tax codes as tools for creating 
alternative lesbian realities. One land, with over 15 years experience offering workshops in 
everything from auto mechanics and small engine repair to conflict resolution and training 
for heterosexuals on how to be allies to lesbians, achieved tax exempt status from the 1RS 
after demonstrating that their land "had an educational purpose. We had to make it clear that 
we were a feminist education center, that we were offering workshops," (Respondent #06). 
Several respondents report sharing their newly developed rural self-sufficiency skills 
not just with other landdykes, but to neighbors in their communities. One respondent, for 
example, described how during times of drought, her organic gardening methods of using 
bedding straw as mulch made her garden thrive, while neighbors' gardens withered. When 
neighbors commented on her extraordinary garden, she eagerly shared her mulching 
technique. Thus lands that act as skills archives for landdykes have the extra benefit of acting 
as skills archives for neighboring communities, as well. According to multiple respondents, 
this sharing of knowledge and skills has also contributed to rural communities expressing 
goodwill towards and acceptance of landdykes who have migrated to rural communities, and 
functions as yet another highly effective landdyke strategic tool. 
96 
External and internal factors 
In the landdyke movement, it seems clear that there are both external factors that 
affect the development and deployment of social movement strategies as well as internal 
factors. As McAdam notes (1982; 1995; 1996a; 1996b), the internal ideologies of the 
landdyke movement play important roles in the development of strategies. However, factors 
that are external to the movement also play important roles. For example, landdykes must 
negotiate the current legal system in developing their alternative relationships to land and 
must still rely on the expertise and authority of attorneys, realtors, and county register of 
deeds offices in order to create land trusts, open women's lands, and other alternative ways to 
control land. So although the ideology of creating new relationships to land is an internal 
one, external factors influence the development of strategies to accomplish this objective of 
the movement. 
The external sociopolitical context also affects the development and implementation 
of landdyke movement objectives and strategies. Females comprise approximately half of the 
world's population; if approximately half of the world's land was owned by women, there 
would be no need for a social movement to work towards providing access to land for 
women. However, currently women control only a tiny fraction of the world's land, and thus 
this external political and social context provides an impetus for the landdyke movement's 
strategies. Consequently, the external environment provides a context for social movement 
praxis, while at the same time it limits, or at least structures the opportunities that are 
available for landdyke activists. 
On the other hand, internal factors also deeply affect the landdyke movement's 
development and deployment of strategies. Clearly, there is a set of landdyke ideologies that 
drives activists' embodied strategies. Ideologies that are internal to the movement, such as 
the necessity to provide women's access to land, and the desirability of establishing 
prefigurative communities, are directly responsible for the creation of certain strategies. For 
without the internal ideologies, the internal resources that are indigenous to the movement, 
such as activists' highly developed radical feminist political ideals, and the ability of the 
movement to mobilize its resources, the movement would not be able to develop or to 
implement its strategic tools. 
There are also significant class dynamics internal to the movement that deeply affect 
its praxis. Assuming that the sample for this study is representative of the landdyke 
movement at large, more than half of participants in the movement are working class. 
Working class activists would be especially sensitive to the issues of opening access to land 
for women, for example, since few of them would be able to afford land on their own. Thus 
the working class nature of the lesbian land movement affects its development of strategies to 
open access to land for women, such as the development of land trusts, open women's land, 
collective landholding, and the importance of creating post-colonial relationships to land. 
There are also significant gender dynamics that are internal to the landdyke 
movement and which drive the development and implementation of strategy. Women in U.S. 
culture are socialized to be docile and compliant, and to be willing to subject themselves and 
their bodies to continual male surveillance through what Bartky (1997) labels modernized 
patriarchal domination. Landdyke ideologies consciously contradict ideals of feminine 
docility and the subjection of women to surveillance by the state or by men (Anahita 2003b), 
and landdyke objectives and strategies are deliberately designed to work against docility and 
surveillance. The internal ideology that women should be free of male surveillance gets 
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played out, for example, in the strategy of locating lesbian land-based communities in 
isolated rural areas, often hidden by forest, set back far from roads, or exploiting other 
features of the land to minimize surveillance. The ideology that women should not be docile 
also is played out in landdykes' embodied strategies. For example, many of the workshops 
that lands develop share skills that negate ideals of female docility; teaching women how to 
use and maintain a chainsaw, circular saw, or other motorized cutting equipment to build 
their own homes, barns, or other structures certainly are deliberately designed to counteract 
women's socialization into feminine docility. 
This research on the lesbian land movement illustrates that there are both internal 
factors and external factors that affect the development and realization of movement 
strategies. While external factors structure and limit the opportunities for the movement's 
mobilization, there are significant internal factors that are also at work to affect the 
development and deployment of the tools landdykes utilize to achieve their movement's 
objectives. 
Conclusion 
The landdyke movement, like other social movement communities, relies more on its 
individual activists to create and to implement strategies than it does on formal social 
movement organizations. Instead of nationally-based SMOs that create strategy and direct 
activism, the landdyke movement creates its strategies through individual participants who 
live their politics—embody their strategies—in their everyday life within lesbian land-based 
settlements. This means that the objectives and strategies of the landdyke movement are 
visible in the everyday: what landdykes eat, what they wear, what they say to their land 
partners, with whom they associate, how they handle interpersonal conflict, what their houses 
are made of—all of these aspects of life on lesbian land represent their activism. Thus their 
activism, their embodied strategies, are threads that run through every aspect of their lives, 
and serve as living testament to the feminist adage that the personal is political. As one 
respondent puts it: "Building community with other lesbians on land is just certainly the 
absolute purpose of my life now," (Respondent #20). 
This research offers several contributions to our understanding of social movement 
communities, activist strategies, and the lesbian land movement. First, this research 
underscores the lived aspects of social movement communities by presenting a case study 
that details how activism is lived through embodied strategies. It helps to illuminate how 
social movement strategies originate from activists seeking to create strategies that are 
practical and which fulfill movement objectives. Second, this work emphasizes the role that 
grassroots activists play in both the creation of social movement strategy as well as being the 
means by which it is enacted. It downplays the role of formal SMOs. Third, analysis of the 
strategies employed by landdyke activists highlights the parallels between this movement and 
others, and locates the movement's ideologies, objectives, and activism within the four 
consanguineous movements of radical feminism, environmentalism, communalism, and the 
hippie back-to-the-land movement. Fourth, this work adds to the discussion of the external 
and internal factors that affect social movement strategy and praxis. And fifth, there is little 
sociological analysis about the landdyke movement in particular, or rural lesbians in general; 
this study thus adds to our understanding of both landdykes and other rural lesbians. 
There is at least one significant limitation to this study that needs to be discussed. 
Many activists and landdyke settlements are struggling with overwhelming problems such as 
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lack of infrastructure, economic deprivation, loneliness and spatial isolation, and 
increasingly, age-related physical disabilities. The strategies landdykes create to address such 
problems are certainly embodied strategies, but they may have the effect of sidetracking the 
development of strategies to implement the long-term objectives of the movement. Research 
needs to be done to examine the ongoing challenges and problems of life on lesbian land, and 
analysis needs to be done on the strategies landdykes create to address these challenges. For 
example, a future study that provides a longitudinal analysis of the landdyke movement 
might illuminate which strategies address the macro-level objectives of the movement, and 
which are micro-level strategies to address particular problems and challenges. Such a study 
would have the additional benefit of helping to determine which strategies are more effective 
than others. 
Internal and external factors shape the strategies that landdykes utilize to accomplish 
movement goals. It is, however, the everyday realities of life on lesbian land that are forged 
into the embodied activist strategies filling landdyke toolboxes, building landdyke 
communities, and sustaining lesbians on the land. This article has only just begun to till the 
rich ground of embodied strategies embedded in the landdyke movement. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RIVERS OF IDEAS, PARTICIPANTS, AND PRAXIS: 
MANAGING CONFLUENCE IN A SOCIAL MOVEMENT COMMUNITY6 
An article to be submitted to a sociological journal. 
by Sine Anahita 
Abstract 
Like other social movements, the women's land movement consists of participants 
who originate from many related social movements and other clusters of ideas and practices. 
Social movement communities accrue many benefits as a result of this confluence of diverse 
ideas, participants, and practices. Predictably, there are also many challenges caused by such 
diversity of origins. This paper, which is based on a qualitative study of the women's land 
movement, discusses how the women's land movement and its associated social movement 
community manage the challenges posed by confluence. I first describe the origins of the 
women's land movement and provide a theoretical framework to explore the movement. I 
then elaborate the concept of social movement confluence before turning to a description of 
the study, the sample, and the methodology used for the study. After discussing the findings 
of the study in terms of social movement confluence, in the final section I suggest future 
avenues of inquiry. 
6 This paper benefited from discussions with Mike Bell, Gerald Berman, Annette Bitto, Jill Bystydzienski, Betty 
Dobratz, Clare Hinrichs, Eric Roark, Carolyn Sachs, David Schweingruber, Kayt Sunwood, participants of two 
colloquia, and several respondents interviewed for the study. 
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Introduction 
The contemporary women's land movement was born in the U.S. in the early 1970s, 
when the broad theoretical principles of the radical branches of the feminist movement were 
just beginning to become articulated into instrumental practices and at the moment when 
thousands of environmentally-conscious hippies were rejecting urban and suburban values 
and moving back to the land, often into rural communes. Perhaps not surprisingly, some 
participants in the hippie back-to-the-land movement, the revitalized 20th century quest for 
rural communal Utopia, the burgeoning environmental movement, and the radical lesbian 
feminist movement discovered that these movements held many values in common. In the 
following section, I will describe the origins of the women's land movement and sketch its 
contemporary contours. I will then follow this description with a section on the framework 
for the study that begins with a discussion of social movement theories that I find particularly 
pertinent for facilitating examination of the women's land movement. Coalescing several 
ideas gleaned from the work of some of the theorists discussed, I will then elaborate the 
concept of social movement confluence as a theoretical framework with which to study the 
women's land movement in the U.S. 
The Women's Land Movement 
In the 1970s, second wave feminism converged with the U.S. back-to-the-land 
movement (Lord and Zajicek n.d.), the radical rural ecology movement (Sandilands 2002), 
and the reinvigorated Utopian community building movement (Hicks 2001; Lord and Reid 
1995) to create a spin-off social movement (McAdam 1995): the women's land movement. 
Today, the women's land movement is a national and international matrix of small, face-to-
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face living groups and individuals who are loosely-connected into networks of rural 
settlements (Fine and Stoecker 1985; Shewolf 2000). The vast majority of the settlements are 
owned and/or controlled primarily by women, nearly all of them lesbian (Sachs 1996; 
Summerhawk and Gagehabib 2000). These rural settlements are scattered throughout the 
U.S., most often in isolated areas where land is marginal in terms of agricultural productivity, 
and therefore comparatively inexpensive. Most of the settlements have between 5 and 800 
acres, and the number of women who live at these women's land-based communities range 
from one or two up to fifteen or twenty full-time residents. Often the communities will have 
a number of part-time or temporary residents, as well as women who visit for extended 
periods. In addition, some lands have extensive external membership opportunities whereby 
women can be supportive members and participate regularly in events, but live elsewhere. 
Participants in the women's land movement engage in political practices related to 
radical feminism, ecology, community-building, and resistance to patriarchal 
authoritarianism. They intentionally frame their praxis as resistance to the hetero-patriarchy 
and a set of interrelated, oppressive social systems that include authoritarianism, paternalism, 
sexism, racism and ethnocentrism, classism, and a host of other "isms" (Cheney 1985; Lord 
and Reid 1995; Sachs 1996; Stein 2001; Summerhawk and Gagehabib 2000). These women 
deliberately create a sense of feminist community on their lands (Cheney 1985), and a radical 
feminist collective identity (Buechler 1990; Taylor and Whittier 1992). An important value 
for the women's land movement is the explicit protection of land and other natural resources 
from exploitation (Sandilands 2002), often achieved through the establishment of land trusts 
and other alternative, even experimental forms of legal landholding. Land trusts, collective 
ownership of land, and other alternative methods of property ownership are attempts to 
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transform traditional patterns of access to land in order to open land up to poor women, 
women of color, aboriginal women, and others who have been excluded from land ownership 
in recent centuries (Cheney 1985; Sandilands 2002). Because hierarchy and authoritative 
organizational structures are considered to be patriarchal in nature, and therefore anathema to 
participants in the women's land movement (Lord and Reid 1995; Sandilands 2002), most of 
the land-based communities experiment with alternative structural frameworks such as non-
hierarchical, cooperative organizational patterns, consensus decision-making processes, and 
other structural arrangements that challenge conventional organizational forms (Stein 2001). 
For members of the women's land movement, the creation of these alternative organizational 
forms of relationships with each other and the land not only accomplishes movement goals of 
rejecting patriarchy, consumer capitalism, and hierarchy, but also is the primary form of 
activism; in other words, participating in a women's land-based community is not just the 
means of activism, but it is also the end, making the movement similar to other so-called 
"new social movements" (Melluci 1989). Many of the land-based communities consider 
themselves to be part of the movement to create intentional communities embodying Utopian 
principles of community, egalitarianism, and resource sharing (Bell and Valentine 1995; 
Ellison 2000; Sprecher 1997); this reveals the connections that the women's land movement 
shares with the 1960s commune movement that spawned thousands of experiments in 
communal living (Hicks 2001; Pitzer 1997). 
The women's land movement is alternately called the lesbian land movement, 
especially since the early 1980s. This name reflects the historical importance of lesbian 
separatism to members of the movement (Bell and Valentine 1995). At the origin of the 
movement, most women's land communities espoused ideals of lesbian separatism (Cheney 
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1985; Lord and Reid 1995; Sandilands 2002; Sprecher 1997), however, non-lesbian women 
regularly participated both historically and at the present (Summerhawk and Gagehabib 
2000). Some of the rural settlements also tolerate some degree of participation by men. Quite 
recently, members of the women's land movement and rural gay men have engaged in 
coalition work on selected projects in some areas of the U.S. (Kirkey and Forsyth 2001 ; 
Sandilands 2002). This perhaps indicates the decline of separatism as an important 
movement value, the de-centering of lesbian feminism and its diffusion into the larger society 
(Stein 1992), and/or a réévaluation of queer gender relations. Beginning in the mid-1990s, 
the movement has increasingly become known as the landdyke movement to emphasize the 
ideological connection movement participants see between living on the land and being 
lesbian (Sandilands 2002). However, some movement constituents object to such 
terminology as reifying separatism and as excluding non-lesbian women. 
Analytical Framework 
The concept of a social movement community as distinct from but linked to a social 
movement (Buechler 1990) is a useful concept to utilize for this study. A social movement is 
defined as "a collectivity acting with some degree of organization and continuity outside of 
institutional channels for the purpose of promoting or resisting change in the group, society, 
or world order of which it is a part" (McAdam and Snow 1997: xviii). A social movement 
community, a parallel concept, is comprised of not only the mobilized activists and organized 
groups associated with a particular social movement, but also includes the culture of the 
social movement, and other constituents who are supportive of the social movement but who 
may be peripheral to it (Staggenborg 1998). The social networks among individual activists 
109 
and organizations as well as the rituals, belief systems, cultural expressions, and collective 
identity that coalesce around a movement hold a social movement together (Melluci 1988). 
So, in essence, it is a social movement community that provides the milieu within which a 
social movement arises and thrives (Staggenborg 1998). 
Framing the women's land movement as a social movement community addresses 
one of the problems in contemporary social movement theory: theorizing only about the 
visible and public aspects of a social movement and ignoring the invisible and private 
(Gusfield 1981). Much recent social movement theory has focused on the organizations and 
organizational activity in a social movement (Kebede and Knottnerus 1998) because these 
are the elements of the movement that are public and visible (see, for example Jenkins 1983). 
But members of the women's land movement rarely engage in public protest marches, 
lobbying tactics, petition distribution, or any of the other forms of social movement praxis 
about which many social movement theorists are preoccupied. There are no large, formal 
organizations that direct the movement and structure activist activities for members while 
providing fodder for sociologists to study. Instead, members of the women's land movement 
engage in embodied strategies, meaning that they quite literally live their social movement 
politics and values through their everyday living practices (Melluci 1989). For participants in 
the women's land movement, gardening organically, living with other lesbians on the land, 
building their own houses, and heating with wood are all components of the philosophy of 
the landdyke movement (Sandilands 2002), and thus constitute social movement praxis. 
Viewing the women's land movement as a movement community, where social movement 
ideology manifests in private, everyday activities underscores the lived aspects of being a 
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member of the movement (Gusfield 1981; Johnston et al. 1994; Kebede and Knottnerus 
1998; Melucci 1989). 
Several theorists have written about the vital roles that social networks and small 
groups play in social movements. Indeed, social movements often begin as small groups as 
well as use small groups as part of their organizational structure (Fine and Stoecker 1985). A 
submerged network comprised of small groups who are loosely connected with each other 
and who experiment with new cultural expressions, in the process creating an alternative 
collective identity, is fertile ground from which a social movement may arise (Melluci 1989). 
Pre-existing social networks have been demonstrated to be effective means of recruitment to 
a social movement (Melucci 1988; Snow et al. 1980), and are some of the main recruitment 
mechanisms used by the women's land movement. The women's liberation movement, one 
of the initiator movements (McAdam 1995) of the women's land movement (Lord and 
Zajicek n.d.), is a prime example of how a social movement originates from pre-existing 
networks (Mueller [1994] 1997) to form a social movement community. Indeed, for rural 
lesbians, a social network of like-minded women is crucial to overcome the pervading sense 
of isolation spawned by being separate from urban lesbian social movement communities 
(McCarthy 2000), usually thought to be the primary sites of community for lesbians (Weston 
1995). 
A social movement, through its activists and its organizations, engages in framing 
activities to link individuals' orientation and interpretation of events with that of a social 
movement (Snow et al. 1986). Potential participants must experience cognitive liberation 
(McAdam 1995) to interpret their experiences as being consistent with the ideologies 
projected by the social movement. Through framing processes, a common collective identity 
I l l  
is created from the set of negotiated understandings and interpretations shared by participants 
in the social movement (Melluci 1989; Melucci 1988; Mueller [1994] 1997; Polletta and 
Jasper 2001). When a social movement participant adopts the collective identity fostered by a 
social movement, the line between the collective and the individual becomes fuzzy, and the 
values of the movement are acted out in the individual's everyday life (Johnston et al. 1994; 
Taylor and Whittier 1992). The collective identity is not a static identity but is instead an 
ongoing process through which participants create shared definitions and interpretive 
frameworks (Melucci 1988). A social movement's collective identity is accomplished 
through the continual construction and maintenance of boundaries, ongoing construction and 
solidification of social movement consciousness, and negotiation of the resultant identities 
through the politicization of everyday life (Taylor and Whittier 1992). As will be illustrated 
below, although the concept of collective identity is an extremely important one to the 
present study, it is not without its complications. 
Social movements do not exist as separate and independent entities, with clear and 
easily definable boundaries, but instead influence each other in significant ways (Meyer and 
Whittier 1994; Staggenborg 1998). The tactics and strategies of movements overlap, 
participants may belong to more than one movement, and movements influence each other 
through the sharing of tactics, activists, belief systems, and organizational structure through 
"social movement spillover" (Meyer and Whittier 1994). Indeed, during a period of 
heightened social movement activity, one strong social movement may "spin off' many 
others—both opposing movements and cooperative ones (McAdam 1995). Staggenborg 
(1998) notes that during cyclical periods of intense social movement activity, social 
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movement communities that are from the same social movement family are highly 
interlinked and cooperative, sharing resources and participants. 
Social movement confluence 
Many social movement theorists utilize words, phrases, and concepts that signify 
water, fluidity, streams and rivers, and other slippery, wet images. For example, Gusfield 
(1981) explicitly calls for a more "fluid" approach to the study of social movements instead 
of viewing them as progressing in a linear manner. Melucci (1988, 1989) uses the term 
"submerged networks" to describe how the social networks within an emerging social 
movement community are not overt and visibly obvious, but instead flow throughout the 
patterns of everyday life, rendering them nearly invisible. "Social movement spillover," a 
term introduced by Meyer and Whittier (1994), illustrates how social movements are not self-
contained entities enclosed within impermeable boundaries, but are instead overlapping, 
mutually influential, and interfluent. McAdam (1995) notes the importance of "diffusion" in 
the emergence of new social movements. 
In this paper I incorporate these significations of fluidity, of water, and propose the 
term "social movement confluence" as especially pertinent to understanding the women's 
land movement. Social movement confluence is defined as the flowing together of related 
streams of social networks, ideas, and practices to create a pool of theory, praxis, and 
practitioners. The flowing together of these various streams creates a new social movement 
community. The pool remains fluid, as the discussion of findings below will illustrate. But 
although it remains fluid and continues to experience the inflow and outflow of ideas and 
practitioners, the pool also congeals somewhat into a coherent whole, especially in the center. 
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Significant benefits accrue to a social.movement that is fluid, with boundaries that are 
permeable, and with practitioners who remain open to the inflow of new ideas, practices, and 
participants. Significant challenges are also created by the constant inflow, outflow, 
permeability of boundaries, and general state of fluidity. In the next section, I will discuss the 
methodology of the study. Following the methodology section, the concept of social 
movement confluence will be used in order to explore how the women's land movement 
manages the challenges raised by confluence. 
Methodology and Sample 
The study is based on semi-structured, intensive interviews with 32 lesbians who are 
participants in the U.S. women's land movement. Respondents were recruited through a 
modified snowball sampling technique in order to obtain demographic and regional diversity. 
Six of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, and 25 were conducted by phone. One 
respondent, who is deaf, conducted her own interview, using a tape recorder and a printed 
copy of the interview schedule. All of the interviews lasted a minimum of one hour, with 
most lasting an average of two hours in length. Several interviews spanned four to six hours 
and were conducted in segments. Interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed into digital 
form, and entered into N-VIVO™ for coding, analysis, and file management. 
Characteristics of the sample 
Nearly all of the women interviewed identify as Euro-American (94%); two identify 
as American Indian and Euro-American (6%). Participants in the women's land movement 
historically have largely been Euro-American, so this rather homogenous sample is not 
unusual, though it is considered to be problematic by many in the movement (Cheney 1985). 
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The ages of the respondents range from 39 to 77; the mean age is 55, and the median age is 
54. Thus although respondents' age spans a wide range, the average is clustered in the mid-
fifties. Over half of the respondents consider themselves to be raised working class (56%), 
and one third identify as being raised middle class or upper middle class (35%). Three 
consider themselves to be raised poor (9%). Current social class identity of the respondents 
turned out to be a thorny issue, as I discuss elsewhere. 
The respondents' length of time spent in the women's land movement or precursor 
movements varies significantly, from a high of 34 years to a low of two years. Ten of the 
participants (31%) consider themselves to hail from the 1960s to early 1970s' back-to-the-
land movement and report that they flowed from that movement into the women's land 
movement. Among the respondents, the earliest report of living in a consciously lesbian, 
land-based, intentional community is 1973 in Minnesota, although some respondents recount 
staying on land owned by lesbians as early as 1971. 
Social Movement Confluence: 
Discussion of the Findings 
Social movements are like rivers flowing through a marshland. Practitioners of a 
social movement community flow along with a river of ideas and practices. They converge 
with and diverge from other streams of ideas and practices. Perhaps they flow into an 
obstruction and the entire river changes its ideological and practical course. The political, 
social, and legal context within which the river flows might act as mountains to channel the 
social movement into narrow fjords surrounded by hostile terrain, or the surrounding political 
environment might be open and flat, enabling the stream to flood the area, diffusing its ideas 
into the general environment. Alternately, the river of theory, participants, and practices may 
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float into a confluence of relatively still water and experience a time of gentle ebb and flow 
when the ideologies and practices of the social movement community congeal into a coherent 
whole, especially at the center. But times change, significant events occur, and the pool 
liquidates as new ideas, new practices, and new practitioners flood into the pool and change 
its composition. This constant converging and diverging of streams, the shifting nature of the 
river of thought and practices, the inflow and outflow of ideas and practitioners—this defines 
social movement confluence. 
Social movement confluence is most likely to occur when social movement 
communities are consanguineous and share a common ancestor movement milieu, such as 
1960s American radicalism. This is because rivers of thought, practices, and practitioners 
must be aligned closely enough so that convergence is possible. They must belong to the 
same social movement family (McAdam 1995). Divergent streams of thought and practices 
are unlikely ever to flow close enough to each other to become confluent, although 
opposition movements still exert profound influence in other ways. 
In this section I will first describe the manifestations of social movement confluence 
in the women's land movement. Next I will consider the benefits of confluence to the 
movement, as well as the challenges posed by confluence. I will conclude the section with a 
discussion of the tactics the women's land movement community utilizes to manage social 
movement confluence. 
Manifestations of social movement confluence 
There are three primary ways that social movement confluence manifests in the 
women's land movement. First, it is the historical confluence of ideas, practices, and 
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participants flowing from other movement communities that originally created the women's 
land movement in the early 1970s. Second, it is the contemporary confluence of practitioners 
flowing to and from convergent feeder movements that provides the constant inflow of new 
participants into the movement, as well as the outflow of activists into other movements. 
Third, it is the contemporary confluence of ideas and practices that continue to flow in and 
out of the movement that provides the ideological and practical structures of the movement, 
and it is this confluence that helps to account for changes in the movement. All three of these 
manifestations of confluence—the origin of the women's land movement in social movement 
confluence, the continual inflow and outflow of participants, and the perpetual flow of ideas 
and practices—are articulated in the interviews conducted for this study. 
Several women in the study were present at the birth of the women's land movement, 
although they recollect that at the beginning, the movement was loose and unfocused: "It was 
wonderful, but we had only vague ideas [that our land] was lesbian land," [Respondent #14]. 
Another respondent, speaking of her experiences in 1980, also describes the loose and 
unfocused character of the movement: "We were just looking for other women to join us 
there, to build houses. We didn't know anything about the landdyke community movement," 
[Respondent #16]. The respondents present at the birth of the movement describe it as the 
flowing together of several streams of thought and praxis, as this woman, recalling events in 
1977, remembers: 
We didn't really have a name for [the movement] back then, but I remember 
that the year I moved to the country with [my lover] was the same year I got 
into vegetarianism and the natural foods co-op in town and also we started 
meeting with some other lesbians to form the [urban] collective. And there 
was an African American woman in [the lesbian collective], and she 
radicalized us all about the situation with apartheid in South Africa... Oh, 
and a woman who was deaf got us all into ASL... and access issues, so we 
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got our consciousness raised about that, too. And class issues, working class, 
especially at the textile mills... And then [my lover] and I kept talking about 
trees and the land, and we'd have work days on the land and play days and 
all the lesbians from the collective would come... At some point there we 
started hearing about the hippie communes and we even visited [two]. So 
yeah, it just all kind of came together for me that year, all the radical 
politics, homesteading, culture work and always it was for lesbians, for the 
women... But it was several years later before we knew there was a name 
for what we were doing! And we found that out at a [gay] conference we 
went to in Atlanta! [chuckles] 
—Respondent #18 
This woman mentions several consanguineous clusters of thought and praxis that 
came together to create what she originally characterized as her peculiar living situation, but 
later discovered had been given a name: the women's land movement. When asked, the 
women in this study name the following clusters of thought and praxis as being the primary 
streams that converged to create the women's land movement in the early 1970s: 1) 
feminism, especially radical feminism and/or lesbian feminism; 2) the 1960s-1970s hippie 
back-to-the-land movement; 3) environmentalism and the ecological awareness movement; 
and, 4) communalism, including the co-op movement, and 20th century rural utopianism. 
Following are quotes from the interviews that illustrate how each of these movements flowed 
together for the study's respondents. 
One interviewee describes how it was her involvement with a radical lesbian feminist 
community in an urban area that led her to the women's land movement, although she had 
been raised in a rural area: 
Well, why I chose to live on land in the first place is because I grew up on 
land. It was a farm in Michigan, and really, I always wanted to live in the 
country, but I wound up in [an urban area]. And then I got involved in the 
women's movement in 1971, met the [urban radical feminist collective] 
women... It was a huge influence on my life, I was very involved... And 
then, in '85, we got a van and we toured the United States looking for a 
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place to live... and ended up coming back to [this rural area]... And so we 
found a piece of property here and settled in. 
—Respondent #12 
This respondent continues with a description of how friends from the radical lesbian urban 
collective that had been so influential in her life later helped to create a lesbian land trust a 
couple of miles from her new rural home. This land trust is now home to a handful of 
women, most of whom identify with the women's land movement, and the area around the 
land trust is home to over one hundred rural lesbians, many of whom also identify with the 
movement. 
Another movement that converged to create the women's land movement in the early 
1970s is the 1960s-1970s hippie back-to-the-land movement. This movement contributed 
several ideas and sets of praxis to the women's land movement. Among the respondents for 
this study, ideas and practices gleaned from the back-to-the-land movement that are 
particularly important include the movement's emphasis on anti-authoritarianism, rural self-
sufficiency, a romanticized concept of rural life, and creation of a close, face-to-face 
community with like-minded others. One lesbian, when recalling her early days on land, 
when asked why she chose to live a life on land in spite of being raised in town, recalls: 
"Well, it was the early '70s and it was the thing to do, you know. Everybody was supposed to 
be going back to the land," [Respondent #26]. 
Environmentalist! and the ecological awareness movement is the third social 
movement that contributed ideas, practices, and participants to create the women's land 
movement. Nearly all of the respondents describe values and ideals that correspond closely 
with the values and ideals of environmentalism. They see their life on land, lived in 
sustainable ways as close to the earth as possible, as being part of their lived praxis as social 
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movement activists. For example, this respondent, in analyzing why she chose to live in 
lesbian community on land, says: 
Being part of the landdyke movement and by living daily life in a way that 
makes sense to me, and therefore having that as a choice for other 
lesbians... I just have to do it. I just have to be in a place where my life 
makes sense to me, and where it feels like I can... I'm... you know... being 
part of the solution. Some part of some... some small part of some solution 
towards a saner way for humans to live on the planet. 
—Respondent #14 
Later in the interview, the respondent analyzes her life as embodying both environmentalist 
and feminist values, which for her, combine to be eco-feminist in nature: 
When you are respecting the planet you're respecting Mother Earth, you're 
respecting the Mother. And, you know, we're not separate from Her. She 
gave us our bodies and a place for us to do this life. And so, you know, if 
you begin to respect the Earth you begin to respect women, and if you begin 
to respect women then most of the culture you were raised with falls apart. 
—Respondent #14 
The fourth social movement that converged with the others to create the women's 
land movement is communalism, including the late-20th century revival of Utopian 
community building, and the related movement to create co-ops such as rural and urban 
organic food distribution co-ops and urban housing co-ops. In the interviews, many 
respondents detail the importance of various aspects of communalism. This respondent 
describes her early days as a social movement activist who discovered communalism and 
radical politics before she discovered feminism: "I didn't think I needed a degree to become 
a revolutionary [chuckles], and so I dropped out and moved into a collective house. So that 
whole idea of collective living came in at that time, and that's interesting. That came even 
before feminism for me," [Respondent #11]. 
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The clusters of thought and praxis of the four movements that converged to form the 
women's land movement are similarly progressive in ideology. These clusters are 
consanguineous in that they hail from a common ancestor movement (McAdam 1995), and 
are convergent enough to become confluent and to create the pool of practitioners, ideas, and 
practices later named the women's land movement. Thus it is social movement confluence— 
the flowing together of consanguineous ideas and practices, merged with practitioners—that 
originally formed the women's land movement. However, it is critical to note that the 
women's land movement arose during the early 1970s because it was at this specific moment 
when these four primary clusters of thought were at their zenith. In other words, the 
emergence of the women's land movement is historically-situated (Buechler 2002). 
As mentioned previously, another way that the concept of confluence manifests in the 
women's land movement is how participants float into the movement after it had become 
named and had consciously developed theory, ideologies, practices, and communities. 
Among the 32 lesbians who were interviewed for this study, all of them flowed into the 
women's land movement community by way of another social movement community or a 
cluster of ideas and practices. Several respondents note that their arrival into the women's 
land movement was serendipitous, as in the words of this respondent: 
There was a sense of which I think the wind sort of blew us here. I mean, it's a 
long story... My point is when we started, we just thought about the qualities 
we wanted in the home we were going to, and... we didn't say 'lesbian land.' 
We weren't looking to be part of the movement or anything. We were 
concerned, one, with respect for the land, and two, for some sort of 
community and cooperation with people who had similar values. We were 
open to what that could be. So we were really not part of a movement or 
anything; we were just looking for our home. And we were sort of trusting in 
the universe, if we kept clear on the qualities we wanted, that we would find 
that... And then we came here to sort of rest because we knew two women 
who lived on some land... And then we found out that our really good friends, 
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who we hadn't seen for about a year, had taken on [name of women's land]... 
So, in the meantime, we decided this really was the place that had all these 
things we wanted, and in addition, it's women's land! I mean, that was like an 
extra bonus that we hadn't even expected. 
—Respondent #08 
This respondent is typical among the lesbians interviewed when she reports that she and her 
partner did not initially set out to join the women's land movement, although they were 
aware of the movement and had even subscribed to one of its publications. Instead, they were 
flowing in the current of other ideas and practices—in this case, environmentalism, 
spiritualism, and communalism—when they serendipitously flowed into the women's land 
movement. This respondent is also similar to most of the others when she indicates that she 
was concerned with the ideas and practices of not just one social movement community, but 
three or more. Her words indicate that she considers these social movements to have 
interrelated values and practices. In other words, the movements are consanguineous. 
Benefits of confluence 
Confluence offers many benefits to social movements, their associated movement 
communities, and to the participants who populate movement communities. One benefit is 
that a constant flow of new participants springs from feeder movements. In many social 
movements, women activists can be relied upon to provide new recruits for the movement 
because they socialize their children to become part of the movement (Furseth 2001). 
However, a social movement community that is based on a lesbian collective identity, such 
as the women's land movement, is not usually able to rely upon biological reproduction of its 
members to infuse the movement with potential new adherents. Confluence thus offers a 
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benefit that is quite significant for social movement communities for which biological 
reproduction is constrained. 
Another benefit of confluence is that the values and principles of a movement 
community remain fluid because of the constant influx of new ideas and practitioners. This 
allows for the possibility that the movement community can shift course in response to 
changes or obstructions. For example, this 77-year old respondent recognizes that ideas from 
a converging stream have helped her to navigate in a different direction than that previously 
taken: 
I'm reading a lot of material given to me by my friends who go to Buddhist 
retreats and I'm liking what I read. It matches with my Quakerism in many 
ways... [and now] I'm having to deal with a difference of physical ability 
than I've had in the past. And some of my discomfort, of course, is based on 
internalized patriarchal values about being productive, and as I am less able 
to be productive I feel very challenged about my worthwhileness... So the 
Buddhism comes in where it says you don't have to be doing things. You 
can just be present... just watch and understand. 
—Respondent #23 
Some of the most deeply ingrained values of the women's land movement are that landdykes 
are strong, hardy, physically capable, and self-sufficient (Sprecher 1997). Important 
community values include cutting, hauling, and splitting one's own firewood for heat, 
vigorously gardening, and living off the electric grid. These values worked well for most of 
the women interviewed when they were in their 20s, 30s, 40s, and even 50s. But for women 
in their 60s, 70s, and older, cutting, hauling, splitting, and stacking firewood is now 
becoming increasingly difficult due to age-related disabilities (Sandilands 2002). Several 
respondents complain that they are unable to endure summer's heat while gardening as well 
as they could when they were younger. Others bemoan the fact that their aging joints make 
routine chores difficult. Even climbing the stairs of a rugged, owner-built log cabin became 
123 
so difficult for one respondent that she recently tore out the old narrow steps and installed 
new, wider ones that are easier to transverse [Respondent #22]. The challenges and 
contradictions posed by age-related and other disabilities to a social movement community 
that is founded on female physical strength and self-sufficiency are profound. But, as the 
woman cited above illustrates, social movement confluence allows for equally profound 
shifts in social movement consciousness. Because some strains of Buddhist thought are 
convergent with the women's land movement, confluence allows this woman to begin to 
change her mind about her own "worthwhileness." Indeed, as ideas from the disability 
activist community continue to flow into the women's land movement community, it is quite 
likely that the movement will experience even more profound ideological and practical 
challenges, as this respondent cautions: "I always want to be really careful when we're 
talking about issues like this because there are women where that's not possible. There are 
women with disabilities who are unable to do some of the things that I'm able to do that with 
my body," [Respondent #02]. 
Another respondent describes how the influx of new participants, who brought new 
ideas onto the land, radically changed an earlier explicitly separatist community into one that 
is newly gender-integrated : 
It seems like different people come and go, you know, that things sort of 
change over the years. I think situations have changed and these two gay men 
that first came on the land across the street, I mean, they'd been together for 
25, 27 years and they're just really wonderful, sweet men. And so I think that 
it was easy to make an exception. And then, you know, one particular 
separatist left and so, you know, things just change. 
—Respondent #13 
Although most of the women's lands involved in this study remain women-only, as the story 
of this previously women-only land-based community illustrates, the influx of new 
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participants and ideas is likely to result in even more changes to values and principles that 
were once thought to be unchanging. 
Yet a third benefit of confluence is that members of a social movement community 
are better able to incorporate several sets of ideas and practices into one coherent set of 
ideals. In other words, a participant does not have to choose between different sets of dearly 
held principles, but instead she can incorporate her awareness of the connections among 
global social movements (Melucci 1989). She can choose both to be an environmentalist and 
a radical feminist, choose both an activist lifestyle and live in a rural area far from urban 
centers of activism. She can decide to pursue Utopian collectivist ideals and ideals of 
individual self-sufficiency. She can choose ideals from among an entire range of social 
movement praxis, as this respondent, also present at the birth of the women's land 
movement, indicates: 
I joined SDS—Students for a Democratic Society—which at that time was a 
big deal. And I became a hippie and as I was becoming politically educated... 
I learned about racism and classism and eventually they started talking about 
the oppression of women. 
—Respondent #11 
This respondent goes on to describe moving to Michigan to organize the working class, then 
to the West Coast, becoming a lesbian and finally seeking like-minded lesbians to live 
communally together on land. Confluence allows this respondent to integrate several 
consanguineous ideals—anti-authoritarianism, ideas from the I960's student movement, 
radical egalitarianism, hippie values, anti-racist ideas, concerns about classism, women's 
liberation, lesbianism, and communalism—into a more-or-less coherent social movement 
theory and praxis, one that embodies an extremely broad, "planetary consciousness" 
(Melucci 1989: 206). 
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A final benefit of confluence is that it allows for a wide range of social movement 
expression. For example, among the women in the study, all but one identifies as being part 
of the women's land movement, although their living situations and participation in the 
movement vary widely. Several women live alone, some live with a partner. Others live in 
cooperative or communal situations. Some live on privately owned land, others in land trusts. 
Some respondents live on lands that are organized as open women's lands, meaning that any 
female is welcome to squat on the land (Cheney 1985), and some live on land organized as 
residential communities where members purchase a lot that they then own. One respondent 
even lives in a large city after having lived in a women's land community for many years. 
Yet all can identify as being participants in the women's land movement, can identify as 
landdykes because confluence allows for a more fluid conception of just what a landdyke is. 
Print publications from the early days of the women's land movement describe a lifestyle and 
living situation that is much more narrowly defined than the wide range that is currently 
accepted. Although a couple of the respondents insist that a true landdyke is a lesbian who 
lives collectively with other lesbians on land that is communally owned, social movement 
confluence has expanded the definition because of the influx of new ideas and new 
practitioners who are not bound to the older ideas of the movement. 
Challenges of confluence 
Although there are several significant benefits that accrue to a social movement 
community and its members due to confluence, there are also several challenges that 
confluence poses. One challenge is that the pervasive fluidity means that new ideas are 
constantly flowing into the movement community, and that old ideas are constantly being 
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tested for validity by new participants. Although this constant testing of old ideas and the 
constant infusion of new ones might be quite beneficial to the movement community, it also 
may exert pressure on long-term participants: 
"The woman who has come to be a helper, a caretaker [on the land] has a 
slightly different vision... than I have... She just came over the other day, 
she comes over about once every week or so, and she brought a list of so-
called 'rules for living at [name of land].' And I just flinched. It took me 
about three days before I was willing to sit down and read them, but I think 
it will work out." 
—Respondent #23 
Although this respondent says she is optimistic about the outcome of this particular event, 
her words still underscore the possibility that there will be some degree of conflict due to the 
inflow of new ideas brought by new participants. For other respondents, the new ideas that 
flow into the movement along with a new participant seem to contradict the core values of 
the movement, as this longtime landdyke recalls: 
[A new woman] came to one of our meetings and wanted to become, wanted 
to become a provisional member of [our land] and asked if we were willing 
to set aside a part of [the land] to be totally a separatist space. And what she 
meant by separatist space was really eye-popping to us because it included 
the exclusion of any woman who was into S&M and it included a dress code 
and you couldn't use certain kinds of language and all of this. And we were 
just going, whoa. Wait a minute. What does this mean?" 
—Respondent #11 
This respondent originally hailed from the anti-authoritarian hippie and radical political 
movements of the 1960s, and thus the strictures the new participant wanted to place on the 
land were anathema to this respondent's core values. 
Another challenge posed by confluence is not just the flowing of new ideas, but the 
flowing of personnel. The challenge of membership turnover can be profound for a social 
movement community and its members, and can cause extreme grief: 
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You know, it's just heart-breaking to create community and have women 
not be committed to it and have their lives take them in other directions. I 
recognize that I'm not in charge here... the Goddess moves us where we 
need to go and that's all there is to it. But sometimes it just, you know... I 
mean, you think that you are creating something and then the women you're 
working with move away and there's nothing to work with on it. It's just 
terrible. 
—Respondent #14 
For some women's lands, membership turnover has not been as much of a problem as 
is the constant flowing of visitors. For example, this respondent describes how she decided 
not to publicize her land anymore as a strategy to lower the stress created by continual 
visitors with varying needs: "I've hesitated [to advertise the land] over the years because 
when we first moved here this was like Grand Central. Everybody was coming through here 
and we couldn't really have a life after awhile because there were just millions of women 
coming through... At one time we had like 25 women camping in the backyard, you know, 
with tents all over," [Respondent #12]. 
Like this respondent, many women's lands have erected organizational structures and 
created rules and policies to manage visitors and membership turnover. The result is that 
turnover or too many visitors are less daunting challenges for most contemporary women's 
lands than in the early days of the movement when turnover, in particular, was often 
devastating. One respondent recounted the early days of the movement when membership 
turnover at one land was so complete that residents did not know where fruiting shrubs had 
been planted only a year or two earlier [Respondent #18]. More recently, among most 
women's lands, membership seems to have stabilized, and even the woman above who 
complains about too many visitors currently bemoans the fact that too few visitors now pass 
through. In fact, at more than half of the seventeen women's land communities represented 
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by the respondents in this study, there have been no members arriving or leaving in the last 
two years. This seems to indicate that the rapid inflow and outflow of members and continual 
stream of visitors that characterized the women's land movement in earlier years has slowed 
down, possibly due to the organizational mechanisms and structural forms that have been put 
in place at most women's lands to control this aspect of social movement confluence. 
Yet a third challenge posed by confluence to a social movement community is that 
confluence may make it difficult to recognize and to establish a coherent theory and set of 
practices because of the multitude of interfluent ideas and practices. Indeed, it may be that 
streams of thought that flow beside each other in a parallel fashion may appear to converge, 
when in fact, they might contradict each other. This challenge may be more prevalent when a 
social movement community is originally developing, or before a particular social movement 
participant has fully developed her social movement consciousness. The following remarks 
are by a respondent describing a situation with her neighbors when she lived on land with a 
lesbian lover, but before she had fully articulated her landdyke identity: 
[The neighbors] were in some kind of weird religious thing where they had 
this manifesto that talked about how all these people had to be wiped out, 
and lesbians and gays were among that... They had a cache of guns, and yet 
[my lover and I] were over there for a birthday party not long before they 
got raided by the ATF. But... we connected with them and we're all 
together on stuff like protecting the earth and the woods. It's that idea of, 
hey, we're all out here in the woods together. 
—Respondent #05 
The respondent is describing a situation where streams of thought and praxis are parallel, but 
not convergent. In this case, her values of honoring the earth, protecting the trees, valuing the 
land, and striving for self-sufficiency through homesteading are so parallel with the 
neighbors' same values that the two streams of thought and praxis seem to converge. The 
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difficulty here for the respondent is in her recognition that although the two streams of 
thought are parallel, they will never converge because they originate from two different 
pools: one from New Left, feminist, communal, and environmentalist ideals, and one from 
New Right survivalist ideals, heterosexism, and xenophobia. 
Confluence might also create a problem with leaching, as when participants in the 
women's land movement flow away from a primary commitment to the movement and into 
another movement. Many of the women in the study are involved in other social movement 
communities besides the women's land movement. Among the respondents, some are 
involved in time-consuming spiritual practices, local land use reform projects, anti-militarism 
work, health care reform, water quality problems, women's poverty issues, the development 
of global non-violent communication practices, reproductive rights, coalition work with gay 
men, and other issues. Because the women's land movement has permeable boundaries, 
participants who become immersed in other pools of ideas and practices may float away from 
the movement as they become more involved in other issues. The following interviewee 
describes her journey away from having a primary focus on building community with 
lesbians on the land, and towards another project: 
I was getting more involved in gay and lesbian organizing around that time. 
Around '86 or '87 is when [name of urban AIDS project] came into being. 
And I was their first director. And before that I was co-chair of [academic gay 
organization] with [name of co-founder], so yeah... Those projects came 
along and that was exciting for me. I just got so into [the project], 
—Respondent #22 
Leaching may have the long-term effect of weakening the women's land movement, or even 
precipitating its decline if not enough replacement members float into the movement. 
Alternately, leaching may have long-term benefits since members who flow away from the 
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women's land movement and into increased participation in another movement will carry 
with them the values, politics, and interpretations of the women's land movement, thus 
significantly influencing praxis and theory in their new social movement community (Meyer 
and Whittier 1994). Perhaps this will have the long-term effect of increasing consciousness in 
movements that are consanguineous with the women's land movement about issues that may 
at first glance be assumed as specific to the women's land movement, but are in reality 
deeply connected. For example, the link between gender issues and the environmental justice 
movement (Sandilands 2001) or rurality and female poverty (Greene and Wheat 1995) have 
been made much clearer by members of the women's land movement who have moved into 
other political arenas. And, as the respondents for this study confirm, women who work with 
other social movement community organizations bring their politics and praxis with them. 
A final challenge caused by confluence is that the women's land movement is subject 
to the same ebbs and flows, the same ups and downs experienced by feeder movements. This 
interdependency among movements is poignantly highlighted by this respondent as she 
recounts how her land-based community relied on local urban feminist community 
organizations for advertising possibilities: "Of course, there were more women's newspapers 
and newsletters then, all of which are gone now... They're all gone now," [Respondent #06]. 
Her land is now faced with a lack of advertising venues because the feminist publishing 
industry is at low ebb, and some would say even dying. Thus the women's land movement is 
experiencing the same difficulties that originate in a feeder movement, in this case, feminist 
publishing. 
The decline in feeder movements, and perhaps their diffusion into the larger society 
(Stein 1992), may also explain a perplexing paradox in the women's land movement: its 
aging population and apparent lack of a more youthful replacement cohort. Although many 
of the women who are now activists in the movement moved to the land when they were in 
their 20s and 30s, there are remarkably few women in that age range who are current 
participants in the movement. Anecdotal evidence from some of the respondents indicates 
that there are young women in their 20s and 30s who attend the annual gathering of 
landdykes, and who travel across the country staying at different lands for short periods. But 
none of the 17 lands involved in this study had any woman as a resident who was younger 
than their late 30s. When asked why there seems to be a dearth of young women activists, 
one respondent says: 
I think it's the same reason that our bookstores and women's centers are 
closing. We're much more integrated into the larger society and there is less 
need for special places... The reason for the landdyke movement is to 
remove ourselves, to create a world of our own so we can remove ourselves 
from the patriarchy. And I think less and less young people feel a need to 
remove themselves from the patriarchy. 
—Respondent # 16 
The respondent hints that the apparent dearth of younger women in the movement today is 
linked both to the decline of feminism as a feeder movement, and to the integration, or 
diffusion, of the values of the movement into the wider culture (Stein 1992). This diffusion 
presents the women's land movement with a challenge to attract new adherents to the 
movement or risk drying up as its members age and eventually die. 
Managing confluence 
Given the effects of confluence, a successful social movement community must 
create management techniques both to take advantage of the benefits of confluence, as well 
as to handle the challenges it poses. The women's land movement has developed a series of 
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management techniques, including: 1) using framing processes; 2) articulating bedrock 
values; 3) creating a magnetic collective identity; 4) conducting community solidarity 
activities; and 5) designing stability-enhancing organizational structures. 
Using framing processes 
One technique that the women's land movement uses to manage confluence and its 
resulting multitude of alternative interpretations is framing (Snow et al. 1986). Framing 
processes are a set of techniques to link a potential movement participant's orientations with 
those of a social movement. Although Snow et al. conceptualize framing processes as work 
done by social movement organizations (SMOs), in the women's land movement, like other 
streams of the feminist movement, SMOs play a much weaker role than in other social 
movements (Buechler 1993). Gusfield (1981) notes that one of the problems with much pre-
1980s social movement theory is that the public aspects of social movements, such as SMOs, 
garner too much attention at the expense of how social movement values are lived in the 
private and everyday. Because the women's land movement is comprised not of large, formal 
organizations that direct the movement, but is instead organized as loose networks of small, 
face-to-face groups, framing activities must necessarily take place within the small groups 
(Fine and Stoecker 1985). Among the respondents of this study, the use of framing processes 
in order to link the practices and ideas of the women's land movement to individual realities 
is quite common. One community, for example, conducts workshops that explicitly use 
framing processes to link various ideas and practices to the ideals of women's land. For 
example, community residents have held workshops on unlearning racism, on small engine 
repair, and on how heterosexuals can be allies to lesbians [Respondent #06]. All three of 
these topics, which at first glance may seem unrelated, are considered to be important 
theoretical considerations by the women's land movement. Unlearning racism is considered 
important because of events early in the movement's history when Latina and African 
American lesbians felt excluded by white lesbians [Respondent #11]. Knowing how to repair 
small engines is thought to be important because being able to fix one's own chainsaw or 
mower contributes to independence from male-owned repair shops as well as eliminating 
expenses and reducing the number of trips to town [Respondent #26]. And helping 
heterosexuals learn how to be supportive allies, as well as helping lesbians learn that some 
heterosexuals really want to be allies helps to defuse some of the hostility generated in the 
separatist phase of the movement and educates well-meaning heterosexuals about lesbian 
communities. Thus the workshops held by this land frame participants' interpretations as 
being intricately woven with the women's land movement, helping to congeal participants' 
collective identity as members of the movement. 
Articulating bedrock values 
Another way that SMOs and the movement community manage confluence is through 
the articulation of boundaries that separate the group from outsiders and unacceptable praxis 
(Fine and Stoecker 1985; Lord and Reid 1995), or what one respondent labels "bedrock 
values," [Respondent #18]. Bedrock values are a set of values that are so fundamental to the 
movement that they are, in the words of another respondent, "simply not negotiable," 
[Respondent #02]. Bedrock values that the respondents mention largely fall into two 
categories: protection of the land and its resources, and protection of the women on the land. 
Bedrock values about protection of the land and its resources are inherent in rules such as: no 
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hunting on the land, restricted use of pesticides, gardening in accordance with organic 
methods, and restrictions on the cutting of trees. To protect women on the land, bedrock 
values get elaborated into rules that include restrictions limiting men's access to the land, 
such as no males allowed on the land, males under the age of five only, men may not stay 
overnight, men may be on the land only if accompanied by a member at all times, and/or men 
during the safer daylight hours only (Sandilands 2002). 
Other bedrock values may become evident as a result of a confrontation or crisis in a 
particular community and may be specific to that particular community. Conflict and crisis 
have been a common feature of community life on lesbian lands, and many women have left 
communities because of conflict (Bell and Valentine 1995; Lord and Reid 1995; Sandilands 
2002; Sprecher 1997). One respondent describes an incident when her community's implicit 
values that the community be open to all women, and not restricted solely to lesbians, 
became explicit only after a challenge: 
A woman came who was traveling around the country looking for a 
women's community and she decided to stay here. She was in her late 20s, 
very feminist, very articulate lesbian separatist. And she had... trouble from 
the beginning that this is not an all-lesbian community... Her politics and 
her personality conspired to make it very difficult for her to work with 
people and for people to work with her, and she finally left about a year ago. 
There was a lot of conflict. A lot of heterosexual board members felt like 
they were not wanted and not welcome because they were not lesbians. 
—Respondent #06 
This respondent goes on to describe the important role that her community's external board 
plays in the stability of her community, and how the board has had active and highly 
influential heterosexual women board members throughout its existence. She also describes 
how through this crisis, one of their implied values of being open to all women was re-
emphasized and ended up becoming an explicitly-stated, bedrock value. Bedrock values 
provide a firm and non-negotiable foundation, and a fundamental common denominator for 
movement participants. Thus, although confluence means that competing streams of thought 
might converge with the women's land movement, the bedrock values will divert most 
streams that are antithetical to the movement and to its associated movement communities, 
even when it takes a crisis or confrontation to help the movement community articulate their 
bedrock values. 
Creating a magnetic collective identity 
Yet a third way that social movement communities manage confluence is through the 
creation of a collective identity (Melucci 1988) that acts as a magnet to pull those floating at 
the edges towards the center. The women's land movement attracts participants who are 
women-identified, interested in environmental issues, value simple living, and place a high 
premium on rural self-sufficiency skills (Sandilands 2002). However, merely holding these 
values is not enough to transform a woman who is an armchair lesbian environmentalist into 
a landdyke; the movement must create a collective identity that is attractive enough to draw 
women who are floating on the edges of the confluence of consanguineous progressive ideals 
to the center of the women's land movement for them to become active participants in the 
movement. The collective identity has to be so attractive that it will draw women out of what 
are for some comfortable lesbian lifestyles in urban areas, and into rural sites that offer only 
marginal employment opportunities, harsh living conditions with mosquitoes, ticks, snakes, 
mud, poor or non-existent utility and other services, weather extremes, ramshackle housing 
conditions, and spatial isolation (Cheney 1985). At the same time, the movement's collective 
identity must be flexible enough to allow for the autonomy demanded by participants who 
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are originally attracted to the movement because of its emphasis on autonomy, rural self-
sufficiency, freedom to live a lesbian lifestyle, and generally doing things differently than the 
hetero-patriarchal society from which they fled (Bell and Valentine 1995). 
In this study, respondents were specifically asked whether they identify as a landdyke 
and whether they identify as being part of the women's land movement. All but one 
respondent identifies as being part of the women's land movement; most also report 
commonly using the terms lesbian land movement and/or landdyke movement when 
describing the movement. Adoption of the term landdyke to self-identify varies according to 
respondents' definition of the term. Among the women in the sample, there is no clear 
consensus about just what the term means. When asked, one respondent gives this definition: 
To me, a landdyke is a lesbian who is living collectively, even communally, 
with other lesbians on land. It's not enough that a lesbian be living in the 
country with her lover; just because a dyke lives on land does not make her 
a landdyke. There has to be that collectivity aspect of it. 
—Respondent #32 
Another respondent examines the reasons for collectivity featuring so prominently in the 
definition of the term landdyke: 
I think that in the lesbian land movement there was some sort of a sense of a 
collective sharing of resources and some sort of socialist kind of leaning in 
some ways. A sort of a breaking apart of ideas of nuclear family and sort of 
reexamining ways that we build community with others and the ways that 
we share things with each other... I feel like when you just have a couple, 
you... obviously do those things, but it's not, to me it's not quite... It still 
feels like a nuclear family in many ways. You sort of collectively share 
resources, but it's on such a small scale, so it doesn't really achieve that... 
collectivist ideal. 
—Respondent #03 
Another respondent uses a more broad definition of community to come up with a more 
broad definition of the term landdyke: 
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I really see lesbians on the land, or dykes on the land, or women on the land, 
whatever they want to call themselves, I see them as women-identified 
women. Women who are supported by women. So I feel like all those 
people are part of the landdyke movement. I don't think that it has to be 
collective... There are some who are just very uncomfortable with the whole 
idea of being connected with a collective, and yet, I think that those people 
can be very connected with community and supportive of community. So I 
don't think that it has to be a collective to be a part of the landdyke 
movement. 
—Respondent #05 
Yet another respondent highlights the movement's need for a flexible collective identity in 
order to attract participants: "Right now there's a very specific focus of landdyke to mean 
lesbians on land. Of course, it means something different to each woman that you talk to," 
[Respondent #02]. Ultimately, the notion of a unifying, magnetic collective identity is 
complex among the women in the study. But because all but one of the 32 respondents affirm 
their collective identity as belonging to the women's land movement, then identifying as 
belonging to the movement is the magnetic collective identity. And even the one woman who 
refuses now to identify as being part of the movement did identify as being a member for 
over a decade until recent unpleasant interactions with others in the movement changed her 
mind. 
It may be that deeply identifying with a particular parcel of land or a specific land 
community is the most salient collective identity for some participants, and through 
connection with this land, participants identify with the women's land movement: "[W]e all 
collectively love this land. You know, that's distinctively our common ground, our basic 
common ground is that we love this land," [Respondent #01]. This respondent sees a 
common love for their land as being the primary collective identity for all members of her 
community. She goes on to describe the differences among residents in the degree of 
138 
collectivism desired. Although residents differ sharply about their desire for collectivism, 
what unites them is their collective identity as lesbians who "love this land." 
Another respondent describes how it is a common love for their land, their common 
collective identity as "caretakers of this land" that unites the group even through 
interpersonal conflict: "We work through [conflict] pretty good. We know that the people 
we're having our little glitches with, they're going to be there, they have a commitment to the 
land and to the group and community and everything just as we do. And so we feel the real 
need to be able to work through things," [Respondent #13]. 
Interviewees from another land community also allow for great latitude in collective 
identity. In fact, the latitude this community offers to its members in terms of collective 
identity allows one member to reject the landdyke identity as being separatist, to reject a 
back-to-the-land identity as being fake—"it's not really farming," [Respondent #09] and to 
reject the concept of women's land. And yet, because she does identify as belonging to her 
particular land community, and because she does accept that her community belongs to the 
women's land movement, she accepts a common collective identity as belonging to the 
movement because of her primary affiliation with her land community. Thus although the 
collective identity of those belonging to the women's land movement is complex and even 
differentially expressed among the respondents, these women express a shared identity, 
belonging to the women's land movement, and this identity acts as a magnet to attract and to 
retain participants floating in the confluence of social movement practices and ideas. 
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Conducting community solidarity activities 
A fourth method the women's land movement utilizes to manage confluence is 
conducting activities designed to enhance community solidarity, often through reinforcing 
the values of community. Small groups have been shown to be extremely efficient modes of 
transmitting the culture of a social movement (Fine and Stoecker 1985), and the 
organizational structure of the women's land movement is well-suited for this form of 
transmission. In recent years, one way community solidarity has been enhanced, to great 
accolades by respondents, is through an annual Landdyke Gathering. Held on different 
women's land communities each year since 1995, the Gatherings last about a week, 
participants meet others in the movement, network with each other, engage in spiritual 
practices, share resources, and conduct workshops on issues of interest. In the interviews, 
several respondents describe the Landdyke Gatherings as creating a stronger sense of 
solidarity among movement participants and as strengthening bonds among land 
communities: 
Through this network, the Landdyke Gathering has really changed [the 
movement], I mean, it's been really great. It's really improved some 
networking between communities and we're getting to know each other and 
resource sharing and stuff like that... And the Landdyke Gathering is 
definitely collective. You know, you get like one week of total collectivism 
and it's wonderful. It's like, 'this is great!' and you feel so good! [laughs] 
You get that gynergy and it kind of kicks in after Day Four and everybody's 
just in love [laughs] by Day Seven! 
—Respondent #01 
Besides national, and often international events such as the Landdyke Gathering, 
some women's land communities hold regional gatherings of others in their area. Drumming 
circles on Summer Solstice, potluck feasts for Winter Solstice, work parties, ritual circles, 
and skills-sharing workshops are common solidarity-enhancing activities undertaken by 
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some of the communities involved in this study. These types of community-building events 
serve an important function of reinforcing desirable social movement praxis, and thus 
enhancing participants' feelings of solidarity with the women's land movement. One 
community, for example, holds an annual Winter Solstice celebration that is women-only and 
features decorating trees with birdseed [Respondent #27]. The event reinforces the 
importance of several movement practices: caring for wildlife, providing separatist space free 
of male influence, building community with women, and offering a non-patriarchal, non-
Christian spiritual alternative holiday. 
Community solidarity activities do not have to be uniformly positive in emotional 
tenor in order to be effective, however. In the interviews, several respondents describe 
conflict among members of land-based communities that resulted in a series of meetings that 
were extremely emotionally intense but which resulted in a greater feeling of community 
solidarity. A couple of respondents say the conflict became so intense in their community 
that they resorted to external mediation by someone trained in conflict resolution among 
living-collectives, by an external board of directors, or by other interested outsiders 
[Respondents #06 and #14]. And even though sometimes the conflict resulted in one or more 
members leaving the land, most of the time the respondents report a heightened feeling of 
community solidarity that resulted from the process of conflict resolution. As this respondent 
notes, "I think it has resulted in this feeling that we are a big family and whatever happens, 
we can deal with it. You know, because we've dealt with these difficult things," [Respondent 
#08]. 
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Designing stability-enhancing organizational structures 
Now that the women's land movement is over thirty years old, it is displaying its 
maturity as a movement community through the existence of several innovative, stability-
enhancing organizational structures. Many of the original early women's land communities 
were non-stable and were largely structureless, open to any woman who wanted to stay 
(Cheney 1985). According to respondents who were present at the birth of the movement, the 
women who floated into the early land-based communities were often unmoored from 
conventional society, and hailed from a variety of non-stable situations including: an urban 
radical political collective; groups of women whose primary affiliation to each other was 
taking LSD and smoking marijuana together; a group of lesbians who traveled by caravan 
across the U.S.; individual women fleeing legal problems; women who had been raped 
and/or traumatized by domestic and/or sexual abuse; and leftist political refugees who had 
been driven underground. This is not to imply that the instability was necessarily negative, or 
that the early activists were emotionally or psychologically unhealthy, as Lord and Reid 
(1995) claim about the early women's land participants, or as marginalized and pathological 
as post-WWII theorists of social movements such as Kornhauser (1959) and Smelser (1962) 
posit. Rather, the fact that individual participants were not bound to conventional society 
coupled with the instability of the early land communities functioned to foster an fertile 
period of experimentation with new forms of interpersonal relationships, e.g. non-
monogamy, new ways of creating fictive kin, and new ways of relating to land and to nature 
(Sandilands 2002). At the same time, however, the instability in the early days of the 
women's land movement did have some unfortunate fallout, such as extremely high member 
turnover, intense conflict, burnout, decimation of communities by illness, scrutiny and 
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harassment by law enforcement, and other problems associated with the unmanaged 
confluence. In turn, the unmanaged confluence that characterized the early days of the 
movement resulted in most land communities either folding, becoming privatized, seeking to 
become invisible to prevent newcomers from finding out about their communities, and/or 
transforming their organizational structure. Most of the longest-lasting land communities 
have organizational structures that function to manage the challenges associated with 
confluence. 
Among the women's land communities in this study, a primary way to manage 
confluence and thus increase stability through organizational structure is membership 
restriction. As one respondent notes, "It is fairly stable. There is a core group of women that 
have been here for many years, and I think... I think that one of the things that contributes to 
that is that we've all been friends for a very long time... It is not an open land in terms of that 
anybody can just come and go, unlike some other places," [Respondent #08]. The women 
interviewed for the study also report that their communities have established a formal method 
to integrate potential members into community life on the land. For example, some of the 
lands require potential residents to participate in community life on a temporary, 
probationary status for six months to two years [Respondents #01, #06, #14, and #27]. At the 
end of the probation period, the community and the potential member alike go through a 
period of evaluation to ensure a comfortable fit. Although some communities have housing 
formally set aside for these probationary residents to live in while adjusting to community 
life [Respondents #01 and #14], other lands do not, seeing such arrangements potentially 
limiting their ability to recruit new members [Respondent #16]. Still other communities use 
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the fact that there is no temporary, probationary housing available to limit further the influx 
of new participants [Respondent #02]. 
Boards of directors are reported as another means for landdyke communities to 
manage confluence through organizational structure. Lands differ in the role they assign to a 
board of directors. One land-based group organizes its board so that most members of the 
board are not residents of the land, and thus are immune to the small, day-to-day conflicts 
that take place on the land among the living collective [Respondent #06]. Another group 
organizes its board so that there are one or two members who are external to the living group, 
while most members of the board also live on the land [Respondent #10]. No matter how 
they configure their boards of directors, perhaps the utilization of organizational structure as 
a way to manage the challenges posed by confluence is a sign that the women's land 
movement has entered a more mature phase as a social movement community. 
Conclusion 
In this paper I have traced the contours of the contemporary U.S. women's land 
movement and introduced the concept of social movement confluence as a theoretical 
framework with which to study the movement. As described, significant benefits accrue to 
the movement community as a result of confluence, but many challenges also spring from 
confluence. The women's land movement, like other social movements, must manage these 
challenges as well as create strategies to take advantage of the benefits offered by 
confluence. Here, I outlined five techniques the women's land movement utilizes to manage 
social movement confluence. 
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This study and the concept of social movement confluence are each important. The 
study is an analysis of a little known social movement community, and one that is nearly 
invisible in sociological literature outside of the social service literature. This project 
emphasizes how the women's land movement community is both similar to other social 
movements and movement communities as well as being distinctive and unique, with its own 
peculiarities. The idea of social movement confluence aids our understanding of social 
movements as being fluid entities instead of static, monolithic, and as emerging in a linear 
progression as in earlier conceptions of the character of social movements. In addition, 
looking at the role played by confluence in social movements highlights the importance of 
consanguineous movements to each other, and underscores how kindred movements that 
share the same social movement ancestors mutually influence each other and are cooperative 
instead of competitive. Confluence also helps to explain changes in ideology and praxis in 
social movements as due to mechanisms of inflow and outflow. 
I have several avenues to suggest for future research on social movement confluence. 
First, it would be interesting to see if the model I have proposed will withstand analysis in 
other social movements, especially those that may be more formally organized than the 
women's land movement. Second, it might also be fruitful to reexamine some of the so-
called old social movements, such as the working class movement against industrial 
capitalism, or the democratic movements in Europe to see whether the model holds. This, in 
particular, might reveal whether social movement confluence is a historically specific 
phenomenon, peculiar to the period 1965-2002, or whether it is a more general principle of 
social movement organization (Buechler 2002). Third, interviewing more women who 
consider themselves to be ex-members of the women's land movement might help illuminate 
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the reasons why participants flow away from a movement; one of the interviews I conducted 
with a former activist piqued my interest in this topic, and I think it might be a useful 
direction for further analysis. Fourth, research into social movement communities that 
consider their collective identity to be biologically-based, such as some do in the transgender 
or gay identity movements, might reveal additional benefits of and limitations to the model I 
have suggested. 
Finally, more general sociological research about rural lesbian communities is 
needed. Rural lesbians are nearly invisible in the sociological record, and even less is known 
about the empowered, vibrant landdyke communities and rural lesbian activists involved in 
this study. Examining lesbian land-based communities as an historically-specific social 
phenomenon will help to illuminate the local, national, and even global structures that affect 
the social movement community, and ultimately, its feeder movements as well. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
REFLECTIONS ON LANDDYKE LANDSCAPES: 
GENERAL CONCLUSION 
So far, each chapter of this dissertation has focused on only one or two aspects of the 
contemporary U.S. landdyke movement. This final chapter weaves all of the others together, 
and in the process, will provide a summary of each of the previous chapters. Here, I also 
discuss the contributions this study makes, and its limitations. I describe the future directions 
my own work might take, using the data already collected, as well as suggest directions that 
might be taken by those who are also interested in landdykes, rural lesbians, and others in the 
rural landscape. 
Weaving the Chapters Together 
Chapter One of the dissertation describes the first autonomous intentional women's 
community in the modern historical landscape: the Sanctificationists, also known as the 
Woman's Commonwealth. The chapter links the Sanctificationists' community to its 
contemporaneous feminist and communal movements, as well as to the generalized social 
anxieties of the period 1880s-1890s. Using the links that the lesbian land movement has with 
their Sanctificationists foremothers, the chapter describes the landdyke movement and its 
politics over the last three decades. Special attention is paid to the shifts in the movement that 
resulted from internal and external changes and challenges. 
This first chapter contextualizes the landdyke movement in terms of its own 
contemporaneous movements of feminism and communalism. My goal here is to situate the 
movement firmly within these other social movement traditions to demonstrate that the 
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landdyke movement is not an outlier among social movements, but that it has strong 
connections with other movements. The chapter also situates the landdyke movement in the 
historical landscape by linking it to an earlier manifestation of the phenomenon of an 
autonomous, intentional community formed by women with the explicit purpose of 
empowering themselves and other women. Again, I provide this historical context for the 
landdyke movement to illustrate the fact that the landdyke movement is a product of history 
and of particular circumstances and events (Buechler 2002). In addition, the chapter locates 
the movement's origins as being related to the generalized social anxieties of the 1970s-
1980s. Both the Sanctificationists and the landdyke movement are analyzed according to 
social movement perspectives that look at movements as being cyclical and evolutionary. By 
looking at the history of the Sanctificationists and the lesbian land movement, hints may be 
drawn about the possible future of the landdyke movement. 
During my discussions with respondents about the future of the movement and their 
own future on lesbian land, a perplexing question arose. Chapter Two is a response to that 
question. As interviewees detailed all of the multiple challenges and problems they 
encountered in their lives on lesbian land, I began to muse about why participants would 
continue living the way they lived. In Chapter Two, I turn to the tradition of ethnography to 
examine the movement's politics, its participants, and its praxis as a way to resolve the 
question of why landdykes continue in their activism in spite of the myriad problems they 
face. 
I use the metaphor of an ecological niche and analyze how lesbians have created 
niches for their communities throughout the last 150 years in the U.S. in spite of multiple 
external and internal constraints. What is unique about the ethnography presented in this 
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chapter is that I expand organizational niche theory beyond its conceptual boundaries and 
apply it to the landdyke social movement. In Chapter Two, I argue that the movement is yet 
another niche lesbians have created as a survival strategy, and that the niche provides them 
with unique experiences that are unavailable to them elsewhere. Through crafting their lives 
within the environment of the landdyke niche, participants can experience a close personal 
relationship with land, can establish relationships to others through the development of 
lesbian community, can engage in personal transformation processes, can enjoy a profound 
sense of personal and bodily freedom, and can live their values and their politics through 
their everyday lives on lesbian land. 
The concept of landdykes being able to live their politics through their everyday lives 
is continued and expanded in Chapter Three. I became interested in how activists in 
movements that are social movement communities seem to engage in activism in ways that at 
first seem to be non-traditional activism. I recognize that landdykes do not necessarily march 
in protest, gather in rallies, chant in large groups outside offices, blockade streets, lobby 
legislators, or engage in any of the other types of social movement praxis usually thought to 
comprise social movement activism. Instead, landdykes, like others in social movement 
communities, quite literally live their activism. I call this lived activism, "embodied 
strategies," and I develop it in Chapter Three. 
To pursue my idea, I first examine the macro-level objectives of the lesbian land 
movement. I note that the movement originated from the convergence of several 
consanguineous social movements in the 1970s: radical feminism, communalism, 
environmentalism, and the hippie back-to-the-land movement. I postulate that the ideologies 
of the movement flow from ideas gleaned from these four social movements, that the 
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movement's objectives flow from its ideologies, and that its strategies flow from its 
objectives. But because the landdyke movement is a social movement community, 
participants do not usually engage in the types of public activist strategies that are common 
in other social movements. Instead, they embody the strategies of the movement in their 
everyday small acts of living in community on lesbian land. 
As I considered the origins of the strategies and objectives of the landdyke 
movement, I became engrossed in the idea of consanguineous social movements. Over and 
over, respondents told me about how they flowed into the landdyke movement, often from 
another social movement. In Chapter Four, I review social movement perspectives and point 
out how many explicitly use significations of fluidity. I expand upon this work and theorize 
that social movements are like marshy rivers and that mechanisms of inflow and outflow of 
people, ideas, and practices are essential characteristics of a social movement community. In 
this chapter, I develop this concept, which I call social movement confluence. I describe 
confluence as a mechanism by which participants, ideas, and practices flow between and 
among at least four consanguineous social movements: radical feminism, communalism and 
the co-op movement, environmentalism, and the hippie back-to-the-land movement. I discern 
that confluence not only manifests in the landdyke movement, but also that there are benefits 
and challenges of confluence to a social movement. I conclude that the landdyke movement 
has created management techniques to handle confluence both to take advantage of the 
benefits it offers, as well as to manage the challenges it poses to the movement. 
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Contributions of the Study 
I believe that this study of the U.S. landdyke movement makes several contributions. 
First, it addresses the prevailing silence and invisibility of rural lesbians in the sociological 
literature. Most studies of lesbian (and gay) communities assume that anything worth 
studying happens only in urban centers, and not in the rural landscape (Bell and Valentine 
1995). Rurality is rarely even included as a demographic variable in studies of lesbians. 
Although there are many studies of lesbian urban communities, and even more of gay urban 
communities, rural lesbians are curiously absent from most sociological studies. For 
example, studies of gay [sic] migration conceptualize the migration as being a one-way 
street: rural to urban (Weston 1995). In contrast, my study describes a reverse migratory 
pattern by analyzing an entire movement made up, at least in part, of urban lesbians 
migrating to rural areas. 
Even supposedly knowledgeable researchers about rural issues often make 
unverifiable assumptions about rural lesbians, and this reveals the lack of empirical research 
about these women. For example, one of the very few social science works on rural gays and 
lesbians suggests that there are more gay men in rural areas than there are lesbians (Bell and 
Valentine 1995). No empirical evidence is provided to support this suggestion, while my 
research indicates that precisely the opposite is more probable: that there are more lesbians 
than gay men in the rural landscape. What might be going on is that gay men simply receive 
more visibility. There are several books published by mainstream and academic presses 
about rural gay men but none, as far as I know, specifically about rural lesbians. 
Another rather troubling assumption made by some social science literature about 
rural lesbians is that they, their lives, and their communities are dysfunctional. For example, 
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much social service literature, revealing its disciplinary focus, tends to construct rural 
lesbians as in chronic need of intervention by trained social service professionals (see, for 
example Foster 1997; Friedman 1997; Lindhorst 1997; Waldo et al. 1998). The present study, 
then, makes a much needed contribution to the literature. It places rural lesbians firmly in the 
center of analysis, eliminates the silence about them, corrects incorrect assumptions, and 
highlights their strengths and adaptability as a social movement community. 
It is not just rural lesbians who suffer a peculiar silence and invisibility in the 
literature; lesbians in general are absent. Lesbians are usually treated as a parenthetical 
afterthought to studies of gay men, if they are included at all. A symptom of this process is 
the collapse of lesbians into "gay." Using the word "gay" to mean both lesbians and gay men 
renders lesbians invisible. Beyond that, it also makes lesbians seem like they are just female 
versions of gay men. The conflation of lesbians with "gay" ignores the uniqueness of lesbian 
communities, and also downplays the mechanisms of gender that affect lesbians quite 
differently than gay men. In addition, the incursion of queer theory into sociological 
literature has refocused even some areas of women's studies away from lesbians and other 
women, and towards men and male interests (Jeffreys 1994). My study works to shift focus 
back to lesbians. 
Another contribution this study makes is to expand social movement perspectives. 
First, it links an historical social movement community, although tiny, with a contemporary 
social movement community and describes connections across nearly a full century. As far as 
I know, there has been no sociological examination of the Sanctificationists, and although I 
was only able briefly to explore the community, this study does introduce the Woman's 
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Commonwealth into sociological literature, and links its practitioners, politics, and praxis 
with contemporary social movement communities. 
Another way the present study expands social movement perspectives is that I 
develop several concepts that I hope are innovative. The idea of embodied strategies adds 
another dimension to the concept of social movement communities and focuses attention on a 
comparatively unexamined aspect of social movement praxis—politics lived in the small and 
the everyday acts of activists. The study also develops the notion of social movement 
confluence and contributes another framework with which to visualize the fluidity of social 
movements. My particular contribution here is a description of how a social movement 
community manages this fluidity. 
My work bridges the divide between traditional organizational approaches and social 
movement perspectives. It expands another aspect of organizational theory, niche theory, in a 
new, and hopefully fruitful direction, thus bridging the divide between organizational theory 
and social movement theory. 
Limitations of the Study 
Although the articles in this study do make significant contributions to the study of 
social movements, of lesbians in general, and of rural lesbians in particular, there are several 
limitations to the study that need to be mentioned. First, budget restrictions limit this study. 
Primarily, budgetary restrictions prevented much travel to land-based communities to 
conduct naturalistic observations. I had to rely on participants' descriptions of their lands, 
and on my memory of several of those lands visited many years ago. The interviews that 
were conducted by phone were inferior to those conducted on-site and in person. I 
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experienced chronic problems with the sound quality of interviews done by phone, and my 
inability to read body language over the phone, in all probability restricted my interpretation 
of what respondents said. In one interview, the phone limited my ability to establish rapport 
with a respondent. This interview lasted merely one hour, and I believe if I had been able to 
meet with the interviewee face-to-face, I would have been able to establish rapport and 
would have been able to elicit much more information from her. Thus budgetary restrictions 
limited the scope of the project, limited the quantity of data collected, and in at least one 
case, affected the quality. 
Another potential limitation to the study is the fact that the sample is homogenous in 
several important respects. All but two of the respondents are Euro-American. All but one are 
U.S. citizens. Only one is under the age of 40. Does this homogeneity skew the results of the 
study? Probably not, because the movement itself is this homogenous, and the sample 
interviewed matches the population in all significant respects. What is missing, however, are 
more participants who have left the landdyke movement. I interviewed one woman who no 
longer considers herself to be part of the movement, but who had spent most of her adult life 
as an activist participant. More interviews with others who had left the movement would 
reveal more details about why participants leave, where they go after they leave lesbian land, 
and who they become after eschewing their landdyke identity. 
This study is also narrowly focused, and this might be seen as a limitation by some. 
Although the project deliberately sought to reduce the invisibility of lesbians in general, rural 
lesbians in particular, and empowered rural lesbian communities especially, the end result is 
that others have thus been rendered invisible in this work. As mentioned before, the voices of 
young lesbians are absent because I could not locate any to invite to participate. Also absent 
157 
are gay men. Again, although I sought to interview some who reside on previously lesbian 
separatist land, and some in nearby radical fairy communities, all refused my invitation to 
participate. Another set of voices that are rendered invisible by my narrow focus are those of 
members of the surrounding rural communities. In particular, interviewing the townsfolk 
involved in the controversy that swirled around Camp Sister Spirit (Mississippi) would 
illuminate that situation. As it is, my understanding of that conflict is one-sided. Of course, 
the narrowness of my focus may also be interpreted as simply an invitation for future 
directions for research and for analysis. 
My Plans for Future Analysis of the Data 
Upon the conclusion of this dissertation, I still have ideas I would like to explore. The 
data are already collected, and preliminary analysis is even underway. What prevents me 
from pursuing these ideas immediately is lack of time. But I do have two ideas for additional 
articles that could be written using the existing data. First, I would like to analyze more fully 
the challenges of life on lesbian land. An analysis of "landdyke troubles" would illuminate 
the problems, but also explore the strategies landdykes enact to manage their troubles. 
Whereas Chapter Three of this dissertation is concerned with the macro-level strategies of 
the movement, "Landdyke Troubles" would look at the micro-level strategies of movement 
participants. 
Another article I would like to develop from the existing data is to look at disability 
issues in the landdyke movement. In particular, I want to write about the sources of disability 
in the community—chronic joint pain caused by the stressors of rural self-sufficiency; 
environmental illness caused by environmental toxin polluted well water; illnesses and 
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injuries exacerbated by poverty and lack of health insurance; depression from suffocating 
isolation. In addition, as the landdyke population ages, an article that describes this process, 
the problems created by aging, and the strategies activists embody to manage aging, would 
help eliminate the invisibility of old women in general, and of course, old lesbians in 
particular. The study of disability in sociology is a promising new field, and I hope my work 
will be able to add to it. 
Suggestions for Future Research 
Beyond analysis of my own data, I also have several suggestions that I, or others, 
might consider for future research. First, I suggest that research be carried out on community 
opposition to lesbian land-based communities. There has been no sociological work done as 
yet on the crisis in Mississippi, where Camp Sister Spirit, a self-proclaimed feminist 
educational retreat, was targeted by Christian fundamentalists. Community members endured 
months of violence, including being shot at, being run down more than once by a pick-up 
truck, being chased, and having a freshly-shot dog tied to their mailbox [Respondent #10]. 
The rural town of Ovett held public town meetings where police and government officials 
conspired with local residents on how to oust the Camp. Residents and supporters of the 
Camp organized a resistance campaign, including garnering national and international 
attention and support for the Camp, and eventually Clinton's Justice Department intervened. 
A decade later, according to Respondent #10, there now seems to be some measure of 
détente between the Camp and the Ovett community. 
The events of Ovett v. Camp Sister Spirit have been analyzed by political scientists as 
being a "culture clash" (Greene 1997; Greene and Wheat 1995). The respondent who told me 
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the horrors of her experiences during the campaign to oust the Camp disapproved of this 
approach. Instead, she views the conflict as being a campaign against feminism conducted by 
right-wing religious extremists, and she feels that the term, "culture clash," minimizes the 
reality of what happened, and even makes the violence seem normative. One way that 
sociological perspectives might be useful is to look at the work on movements and 
countermovements, especially those that focus on the political process model, such as work 
by Meyer and Staggenborg (1996). In this particular case, political opportunities abounded 
for the original movement, the countermovement, and even for the newly-installed Clinton 
administration who was eager to score political points with gay and lesbian constituents after 
the fiasco of the "don't ask, don't tell" military policy. In addition, fruitful comparisons and 
contrasts might emerge using Stein's (2001) sociological work on fundamentalist Christian-
organized opposition to rural lesbian communities in Oregon. 
Another suggested avenue for exploration is to examine the pressures (and 
possibilities) presented to the landdyke movement by postmodernism, especially queer 
theory. Several respondents discussed postmodernist trends and their effect on the lesbian 
land movement. Some seemed curious about queer theory, and open-minded about exploring 
the possibilities, while others expressed dismay at the trends of the invasion of queer theory 
into lesbian politics. An interesting possibility for research would be to explore the long-term 
implications presented by postmodernism and queer theoretical frameworks on the landdyke 
movement. One point of departure might be to look at some of the trends of 
postmodernism—increased individualism, migration and immigration, ideological diversity, 
globalism, new communications technologies, new constructions of identity (Johnston and 
Lio 1998)—and to analyze how these trends are manifested in the lesbian land movement. 
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Some of these trends are evident in the movement, as I briefly describe in the introduction to 
the dissertation, and the possibilities for further analysis are intriguing. 
Yet another area for research is to explore the future of the landdyke movement. 
There is no doubt that the movement experienced a steep decline in the late-1980s and early-
1990s. Although I believe the movement has rebounded, as discussed in Chapter One, the 
continuing absence of young women casts serious doubt on the long-term possibilities for the 
movement's survival. The trends of postmodernism, especially increasing individualism, also 
may pose deadly problems for the movement, since communalism and collective identities 
are important values for the movement. 
One starting point for this proposed project might be to examine the movement's 
future utilizing organizational niche theory, as I did in Chapter Two. Li (2001) proposes that 
competitive displacement occurs when one population appropriates the resources of another. 
Might the lesbian land movement and landdyke communities be experiencing competitive 
displacement? Some evidence suggests they might. For example, the insertion of queer 
politics into the movement, the presence of gay men on formerly separatist lands, the 
increasing tolerance for male-to-female transgendered people (MtFs), and the escalating 
pressure exerted by MtFs and their supporters at Michigan Womyn's Music Festival, one of 
the last bastions of feminist separatism left, might all indicate that competitive displacement 
is at work. Queer politics means, at the very least, structural integration of gay men, MtFs, 
and bisexual women into previously all-lesbian, or all-women, groups. Decades of social 
movement history document that in mixed-gender groups, male interests nearly always 
prevail. For example, during the 1960s gay liberation movement, male interests and issues 
were central, and lesbian concerns ignored, belittled, and downplayed (D'Emilio 1983). Only 
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when lesbians separated from gay men were their interests placed at the center (Echols 1989; 
Freedman 1979). Here is another, older example, one that documents that this trend has 
historical precedence: in the 19th century abolitionist movement, women activists were told to 
put their own interests aside, including their demands that abolitionism should focus on both 
black women and black men. Again, only separation from male abolitionists allowed women 
to put their concerns at the center. A more recent example of what might be competitive 
displacement is the fact that when queer theories were introduced into women's studies 
curricula, in many places, lesbians disappeared from view (Jeffreys 1994). All of these 
examples may be competitive displacement, and if they are, then the incursion of queer 
politics, gay men, and MtFs in the landdyke movement surely spells doom for the long-term 
survival of the movement. Research specifically examining this issue might help to explain 
most persuasively why there seem to be no young women in the landdyke movement. Since 
young women increasingly identify as queer rather than lesbian, might this explain the lack 
of women under 40? Might it then be a useful strategy for the landdyke movement to 
embrace queer politics as a way to embrace queer women? Only future research will provide 
possible answers. 
Conclusion 
Clearly, much work remains to continue and to expand study of the landdyke 
movement. There is also much work still to be done on rural lesbians who are not necessarily 
participants in the landdyke movement. This dissertation has examined the landdyke 
movement from several angles, and has focused on the politics of the movement, its 
participants, and its practices. It is my hope that others will find this work engaging, and the 
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questions I have raised perplexing enough to continue research on landdyke communities, 
and other lesbians who live, work, and love in the rural landscape. 
Bibliography 
Bell, David, and Gill Valentine. 1995. "Queer Country: Rural Lesbian and Gay Lives." 
Journal of Rural Studies 11: 113-122. 
Buechler, Steven M. 2002. "Toward a Structural Approach to Social Movements." Research 
in Political Sociology 10: 1-45. 
D'Emilio, John. 1983. Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual 
Minority in the United States, 1940-1970. Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press. 
Echols, Alice. 1989. Daring to Be Bad: Radical Feminism in America, 1967-1975. 
Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press. 
Ferree, Myra Marx, and Patricia Yancey Martin, eds. 1995. Feminist Organizations: Harvest 
of the New Women's Movement. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Foster, Sandra Jean. 1997. "Rural Lesbians and Gays: Public Perceptions, Worker 
Perceptions, and Service Delivery." Journal of Gay and Lesbian Social Services 7: 
23-35. 
Freedman, Estelle. 1979. "Separatism as Strategy: Female Institution Building and American 
Feminism, 1870-1930." Feminist Studies 5: 512-529. 
Friedman, Lynn J. 1997. "Rural Lesbian Mothers and Their Families." Journal of Gay and 
Lesbian Social Services 7: 73-82. 
Greene, Kate. 1997. "Fear and Loathing in Mississippi: The Attack on Camp Sister Spirit." 
Women and Politics 17: 17-39. 
Greene, Kate, and Edward M. Wheat. 1995. "Camp Sister Spirit vs. Ovett: Culture Wars in 
Mississippi." Southeastern Political Review 23: 315-332. 
Jeffreys, Sheila. 1994. "The Queer Disappearance of Lesbian Sexuality in the Academy." 
Women's Studies International Forum 17: 459-472. 
Johnston, Hank, and Shoon Lio. 1998. "Collective Behavior and Social Movements in the 
Postmodern Age: Looking Backward to Look Forward." Sociological Perspectives 
41: 453-472. 
163 
Li, Shu-Chu Sarrina. 2001. "New Media and Market Competition: A Niche Analysis of 
Television News, Electronic News, and Newspaper News in Taiwan." Journal of 
Broadcasting & Electronic Media 45: 259-284. 
Lindhorst, Taryn. 1997. "Lesbians and Gay Men in the Country: Practice Implications for 
Rural Social Workers." Journal of Gay and Lesbian Social Services 7: 1-11. 
Meyer, David S., and Suzanne Staggenborg. 1996. "Movements, Countermovements, and the 
Structure of Political Opportunity." American Journal of Sociology 101: 1628-1660. 
Stein, Arlene. 2001. "Revenge of the Shamed: The Christian Right's Emotional Culture 
War." Pp. 115-131 in Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, edited by 
Francesca Polletta. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press. 
Waldo, Craig R., Matthew Hesson-Mclnnis, and Anthony R. D'Augeglli. 1998. "Antecedents 
and Consequences of Victimization of Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Young People: A 
Structural Model Comparing Rural University and Urban Samples." American 
Journal of Community Psychology 26: 307-334. 
Weston, Kath. 1995. "Get Thee to a Big City: Sexual Imaginary and the Great Gay 
Migration." GLQ 2: 253-277. 
164 
APPENDIX A 
LANDDYKES PROJECT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
I. Introduction 
A. Myself and my research 
• Introduction of myself: Ph.D. candidate at Iowa State University, 
Sociology 
• Description of my research: feminist sociological study of landdykes and 
women's land communities 
• Purposes of my research: to strengthen and to empower landdyke 
movement and landdyke communities and to provide data for my 
dissertation 
• What I hope to do with the data from this interview: summary of findings 
that I will share with the women I interview and with landdykes and 
women's land communities; dissertation; article publication(s) and 
conference presentation(s) 
• Questions about the research: POS chair, Mike Bell; later Betty Dobratz; 
Sociology Department chair, Robert Shafer (July 1, 2002 Paul Lasley); 
any POS committee member; campus IRB—contact information for all of 
these people are on a form I'll give you [if in person] or will send to you 
[if phone interview] 
B. Confidentiality and informed consent 
• confidentiality—complete confidentiality; real names of communities will 
not be used, nor their exact location be revealed, nor any other identifying 
information 
• anticipated harm to respondent (no physical harm, no psychological harm) 
• anticipated benefits to respondent, to organization, to community, to 
movement (enjoy sharing your life with someone who is very interested; 
talk about positive aspects of your community that might benefit other 
landdykes and communities; describing some of the challenges you and 
your community have faced might also benefit the movement and other 
communities) 
• you can choose to stop the interview at any time with no negative 
consequences 
• permission to tape interview 
• safety of collected data (filing system, password) 
• who has access to raw data (primarily me, perhaps POS member) 
• findings of research: available in summary form to landdykes, landdyke 
communities, members of the movement; copies of articles if desired 
• informed consent 
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Format of interview 
• I will first ask you about your involvement in the landdyke movement and 
in dyke lands in general, then ask you more specific questions about the 
land where you now live. We'll finish up talking about the kinds of 
connections you have with other communities. 
• At the end of my questions, we can talk about anything you think is 
important that I have left out 
• I anticipate our discussion will last between 60 and 90 minutes, but you 
can stop the interview at any time 
• may I tape our discussion? [ifpermission granted, turn on the tape 
recorder] 
Involvement in landdyke movement and dyke lands 
A. Moment of respondent's life history 
• Why did you choose to live on women's land? What happened in your life 
that led you to choose this life? 
• What led you to join ? 
• Why do you want to create women's community on the land? 
• Just for clarification... what do you call the movement? Women's land 
movement? Landdyke? 
B. Dyke land involvement 
• Have you been involved with another dyke land besides ? If 
so, please describe your involvement, description of land, etc. 
• How long have you lived at ? 
• In general, what do you think about living at ? 
C. Joys 
• For you, what are some of the joys of living on women's land? 
• Several women I've talked with described how women's land freed their 
bodies. Do you think that women's land has done that for you? 
• What would you say has been the very best thing that has ever happened 
to you to this land? 
• Are your personal values realized on this land? How? 
D. Future 
• Do you see yourself living here in the near future? (next 1 -5 years) Why or 
why not? 
• Do you see yourself living here in the long-term future? Why or why not? 
• What kinds of plans for your life on the land have you made for when you 
become elderly? 
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E. Challenges 
• What kinds of problems or challenges have you faced on this land? How 
did you manage them? 
• How much internal conflict has the land experienced? What were the 
causes of this conflict? How was the conflict handled? 
• What kinds of external challenges has the land faced? How were they 
managed? e.g. Have you faced hostility from the outside community? 
Neighbors? 
• What would you say has been the biggest challenge the land has faced? 
What was the outcome? 
F. Strategies and objectives 
• What would you say are the objectives of the lesbian land movement? 
• What kinds of strategies do you think you use to accomplish these? 
• What kinds of strategies do you think others use? 
• Are you part of a social movement? Why or why not? 
• What other strategies do you see being used in the movement? 
Other connections 
A. Your connection (and your land's connection) with the landdyke movement 
• Do you consider yourself to be part of the landdyke/women's land 
movement? Why or why not? 
• What led you to join the movement? 
• What do you see as your role in the movement? 
• How does your participation in the movement fit with your own life story? 
• Are you connected with Lesbian Natural Resources? 
• Are you connected with Shewolf's Directory ofWimmin's Lands? Is your 
land listed? 
• Do you subscribe to Maize? 
• Have you ever attended the annual Landdyke Gathering? 
• Are you connected with any other global and/or national landdyke 
organization or publication? 
B. Your connection (and the land's connection) with other dyke lands 
• Are there any other dyke lands nearby? If so, who, where, and how close? 
• Are you connected with other dyke lands? 
C. Your connection (and the land's connection) with other rural lesbians 
• Are there other rural lesbians who live nearby? 
• What kinds of connections do you share? 
• Would you say the land is connected with other rural lesbians? 
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D. Community connections 
• Are you connected with an urban lesbian community and/or organization? 
If so, what are the connections? 
• Are you or your land connected with rural neighbors? 
• Is the land connected with a non-lesbian community? A non-lesbian 
organization? 
• Is the land connected with a social movement besides the landdyke 
movement? If so, how? 
Ending 
• What else do you have to share with me that I have not asked about? 
• Any concluding thoughts? 
• Brief demographics—age, rural/urban/suburban, education, ethnicity, 
social class, region of origin, dis/ability/health 
[turn off recorder] 
• Thanks and paperwork conclusion 
• Get address of where to mail summary and to keep in touch 
